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Probably no English writer's life has received more attention than 
Jonathan Swift's has. For almost three hundred years, Swift has been the 
subject of extensive biographical study by various kinds of biographers 
with a great range of interests and aims. Due to new methods of scholar¬ 
ship as well as advancements in medicine, psychology and other fields, the 
twentieth century biographers' capacity to make contributions to new -under¬ 
standings of major aspects of Swift's life and to new interpretations of 
his writings in accordance with these understandings is enormous. 
This thesis is a study of twentieth century biographers of Swift with 
emphasis on the different approaches these biographers have used in 
analyzing and interpreting his life, especially the two -most controversial 
issues with which they have been confronted. These issues: Swift's rela¬ 
tions with the two women who played major roles .--in his life, and his ill¬ 
nesses, especially during the last five years of his life. The thesis 
consists of five chapters. 
The first two chapters set the main body of the thesis in a proper 
context. Chapter One contains a survey and brief review of the biographical 
studies produced in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The. twentieth 
2 
century biographies are examined in the second chapter. The third chapter 
presents the modern biographers' views of Swift's relations with women, 
particularly those with the two most important females in Swift's life, 
Vanessa and Stella. The fourth chapter discusses modern biographers' 
treatments of Swift's physical and mental condition and especially their 
accounts of these illnesses during the five last years. When biographers 
claim reflections of his mental state which can be found in his writings, 
y 
the chapter gives attention to these claims. The last chapter is a con¬ 
clusion which summarizes the content of the earlier chapters and states 
the need for a comprehensive, more objective biography than had yet 
appeared. The diagnoses of Swift's physical and mental condition as made 
by modem physicians are presented in an appendix in order to provide a 
scientific and factual basis, as far as current knowledge permits, upon 
which students of Swift may judge the extent to which this knowledge has 
made possible new insight into Swift the man and the writer. 
CHAPTER I 
THE EARLY BIOGRAPHIES OF SWIFT 
The primary sources for studying the life of Jonathan Swift are not 
many. He did not write a full autobiography; however, some fragments he 
wrote about his life supply the essential data a biographer may need, 
bean Swift, a cousin, was the first to publish those fragments, in 1755 
• y 
as an appendix to his book, An Essay Upon the Life, Writings, and Char¬ 
acter of Dr. Jonathan Swift. There is reason to believe that John Boyle, 
Earl of Orrey, a friend and earlier biographer of Jonathan Swift, read 
them and made use of them in writing the first book devoted to the dis¬ 
cussion of Swift's life and writings, Remarks on the Writings and Char¬ 
acter of Jonathan Swift. These fragments were published under the title 
"The Family of Swift," by Deane Swift, who took the trouble of supplying 
explanatory footnotes and correcting some of Swift's datings. 
In these fragments, Swift provides briefly some basic information 
about his family, his birth, and his earlier years. Other biographical 
information supplied by Swift can be derived from his correspondence. 
His letters, including the Journal to Stella, contain details of his 
life and different aspects of his activities. 
The first biographical writing concerning Swift to appear after his 
death was The Memoirs of Mrs. Laetitia Pilkington, who was one of his 
close acquaintances for a number of years. The first volume was pub¬ 
lished in 1748, and the account she gives of Swift extends through almost 
one-fourth of this volume. The following year, she published her second 
volume, which contains no account of Swift. John Carteret Pilkington, 
1 
2 
her son, took the responsibility for the publication of the third volume 
after her death. This last volume contains additional anecdotes of Swift. 
Actually, Mrs. Pilkington's book is an autobiography, but since "She 
knew enough about public demand to sprinkle it with as many private epi¬ 
sodes of public figures as possible,"^- she included in it an account of 
Swift's life. In the first forty-seven pages, she writes about her birth, 
childhood, adulthood, marriage, etc. Then she turns her attention to* 
Swift. Her justification for including Swift's biography in her Memoirs : 
was that although "his works are universally esteemed, yet few persons 
now living, have had so many opportunities of seeing him in private life."^ 
Then she reveals in detail how she met the Dean through Dr. Patrick 
Delany, a friend of Swift for more than twenty years and the author of 
Observations Upon Lord Orrery's Remarks on the Life and Writings of Dr. 
Jonathan Swift. Her account of Swift is interrupted in many places to 
advance the sequence of her private life. 
Swift was sixty-three when she met him for the first time, and by 
then his power was in decay and could not provide her a chance to under¬ 
stand Swift's life and character. She is "strongest when describing 
Swift's appearance and habit, her knowledge of his other aspects is 
rather scanty, though valuable at the same time."-^ She thinks that under 
_ 
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Swift's rough appearance humanity and charity were hidden. The fact 
that she met Swift when he was old leads her to conclude that he was 
governed by "strong passion," particularly a violent temper. Generally 
speaking, "the Swift in her memoirs, somewhat caricatured in the manner 
of popular, fictional biography of the century, is a temperamental, rude, 
and foul-mouthed old man whose speeches are characterized by buffoonery 
and cynicism. 
The reader should always bear in mind that Mrs. Pilkington's infor- : 
mation is not completely reliable. Phillip Sun, in his dissertation, 
"Swift's Twentieth-century Biographers," thinks that some of it is, while 
some is not. Deanè Swift confirmed most of her basic data. Delany, an 
early biographer of Swift, reported many of her sayings and tales about 
Swift's charity and religiousness. These facts give support to her 
earlier reports of such details: Dean Swift had Swift’s autobiograph¬ 
ical fragments on hand, while Delany knew Swift for more than twenty 
years. Besides, "Swift's letters directly and indirectly verify much of 
what she writes." It is also reasonable to assume that during her 
acquaintance with Swift she would have learned some information about his 
life from his own mouth. Nevertheless, several anecdotes and statements 
she reports about Swift are suspect. Swift's last words, as she reports 
them, for example, differ from those reported by Deane Swift, who learned 
them from Mrs. Whiteway, Swift's cousin and faithful guardian. In summary, 






Swift, and are not completely trustworthy."-*- This assessment is shared 
by Sir Harold Williams, an editor of many of Swift's works, who found 
that "if some vivid colouring be removed the essential trustfulness of 
her picture remains; (therefore) to dismiss her as a 'lying gossip' is to 
ignore factual evidence."^ 
The same year the third volume of Mrs. Pilkington's Memoirs appeared, 
1751, John Boyle, Fifth Earl of Orrery, published his Remarks or. the Life 
and Writings of Dr. Jonathan Swift. These remarks came in the form of 
twenty-five letters written by Orrery to his son, Hamilton Boyle, who was 
then a student at Christ-Church College at Oxford. He chose to write to 
his son about Swift because "few characters could have afforded so great 
O 
a variety of faults and beauties." That is his explanation; however, 
the real reason remains uncertain. "Earlier, Swift's friend thought that 
Orrery was vindictive and malicious, but later Sheridan wrote that he 
was merely desirous to show himself off."^ 
Orrery did not design his book to be merely an account of Swift's 
life; it also contains a discussion of Swift's works. He wrote to his 
- 
Ibid., p. 20. 
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Sun, "Swift's Biographers," p. 44. 
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son, "I dedicate to you, those criticisms (of Swift's works) which have 
occurred to me; and shall mix with them such particulars of his life and 
character."^ In many places, he interrupts his narration of Swift's life 
to advise his son on conduct and letter-writing. Also, many digressions 
contain an "evaluation of many historical figures, and lengthy discourses 
on subjects ranging from political institutions to the theological doctrines 
of Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus." Thus, "the reader's expectation o*fv 
gaining some notion of the sequence of events from birth to death will be : 
disappointed."^ 
It is important to remember that when Orrery met Swift the Dean was 
already sixty-three. This means that Orrery knew Swift for only a short 
period of time before Swift's powers started to decline. Therefore, "the 
impression of Swift in Orrery's memory was that of the old, sick dean and 
not the young vigorous pamphleteer."^ This is obvious in Orrery's overall 
evaluations of Swift's character. Orrery thinks that Swift's 
Capacity and strength of mind was undoubtedly equal to 
any task whatever. His pride, his spirit, or his ambition, 
call it by what name you please, was boundless; but his 
views were checked in his younger years, and the anxiety of 
that disappointment had a visible effect upon all his 
actions. He was sour and severe, but not absolutely Ill- 
natured. He was sociable only to particular friends, and 
to them only at particular hours. He knew politeness more 
than he practised it. He was a mixture of avarice, and 
1 
Orrery, Remarks, p. 3. 
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Sun, "Swift's Biographers," p. 28. 
3 
Williams, "Swift's Early Biographers," p. 117. 
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generosity .... He was open to evaluation, and could not 
or would not, distinguish between low flattery, and just 
applause. His abilities rendered him superious to envy. 
He was undisguised and perfectly sincere.^ 
Swift, in his view, remains "an abstract and brief chronicle of the 
times. 
Orrery's Remarks was met with immediate success; copies of it were? 
sold quickly. However, Swift's friends were not happy with what Orrery 
« ^ 
had written. In 1754, Delany published his Observations upon Lord Orrery's 
Remarks on the Life and Writings of Dr. Jonathan Swift, in which he tries 
to amend what he considered the injustice done to Swift in Orrery's work. 
Leslie Stephen, a nineteenth century biographer, thinks that Orrery's 
"remarks give the views of a person of quality of more ambition than 
capacity, and more anxious to exhibit his own taste than to give full or 
accurate information."^ Other scholars were unhappy about the Remarks. 
Sir Harold Williams dismisses the book as "a chain of unnecessary reflec¬ 
tions, dull displays of classical evaluation, banal criticisms at Swift's 
writings, and stilted pronouncements on general topics 'eked out,' as 
Sheridan observes, 'from his commonplace book', encumber his chapters."^ 
Scholars complain that although Orrery knew Swift only in the 
writer's latter years, he reports earlier anecdotes as if he had a 
Ï 
Orrery, Remarks, p. 4. 
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Ibid., p. 337. 
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Leslie Stephen, Swift (London: Macmillan and Co., Limited, 1882; 
reprint ed. Detroit: Gale Research Company, 1968), p. v. 
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first-hand knowledge of them. Bernard Acworth complains, too, that "most 
of the legends of Swift's association with Stella and Vanessa are derived, 
especially the scandal"^ from Orrery's Remarks. Overall, I share with Sun 
his belief that the Remarks "is a picture of Swift by a man who does not 
worship him but who examines boldly without ceremony. It is hardly what 
2 
one would expect from a foe." 
The second major biographical treatment of Swift to appear was a • 
reaction to Orrery's Remarks. In May, 1754, Dr. Patrick Delany published, 
his Observations Upon Lord Orrery's Remarks on the Life and Writings of 
Dr. Jonathan Swift. Clearly, the Observations was written to vindicate 
the Dean against some of the comments and judgments in Orrery's Remarks. 
The twenty letters that form Delany's book are not intended to tell a 
chronological story of Swift's life. His corrections of Orrery's state¬ 
ments and judgments do not follow any order which corresponds to the order 
of Orrery's Remarks. Delany points out at random what he thinks are 
Orrery's errors and mistakes which make the Observations "hardly better 
than a bundle of anecdotes, fragmentary and repetitious."^ 
A great part of Delany's trouble lies in his intention to defend the 
Dean rather than to tell the truth about him. He tries to present the 
good side of Swift; 
_ 
Bernard Acworth, Swift {London: Eyre amd Spottiswoode, 1947), p. 
195. 
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All the anecdotes he tells in the book point to some¬ 
thing good in Swift; in his long acquaintance with him he 
must have seen Swift's drawbacks and other less praise¬ 
worthy or droll deeds, but he mentions none of them ... 
when rational defence is impossible, his imagination comes 
to the rescue.1 
Thus, use of the Observations should include attention only "to the factual, 
concrete statements and disregard the interpretive,general ones as far as 
possible." * * 
* ^ 
The Observations did not meet the kind of reception the Remarks had ; 
received. Critics did not put much value on it. Sir Harold Williams, for 
example, thinks that Delany's book, as a whole, is of little value, "espe¬ 
cially when the opportunities he enjoyed, which might well have produced 
something better, are taken into consideration.However, Leslie Stephen 
thinks that Delany "is the best contemporary authority, so far as he 
goes. 
In 1756, Deane Swift published An Essay on the Life, Writings, and 
Character of Dr. Jonathan Swift. The fact that the author was a grandson 
of Swift's uncle Godwin does not give him an advantage over other biogra¬ 
phers because he did not know Swift until 1738, when the Dean had only 
seven more years to live and was in full decline. But what gave him 
certain privilege was that he was a son-in-law of Swift's cousin and 
1 




Williams, "Swift's Early Biographers," p. 121. 
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Stephen, Swift, p. v. 
9 
faithful guardian, Mrs. Whiteway. She knew many facts about Swift, and 
was there whenever Deane Swift needed an answer to a question. A good 
number of documents, such as many of Swift's unpublished letters, were in 
his hands and helped him in writing his book. 
In the first two chapters of the Essay Deane Swift gives a detailed 
account of the Swift family. Throughout the rest of the book, there is a 
chronological account of Swift's life and the composition of his works* 
Digressions to comment on the earlier biographers are many. The last 
chapter of the book contains the author's evaluation of Swift's character. 
Deane Swift "ranged himself among the defenders of Swift's honour 
and reputation."^ Furthermore, the passions which shape his essay are 
easy to identify, and fundamentally they are three: "his hatred for 
Delany, his anger at Orrery, and his mixed feelings towards Swift. 
Deane Swift "hated" Delany because the latter called "him and his relations 
'monstrous misinformers' that had designs of monopolizing the Dean."^ 
Deane's anger at Orrery is based, as ~he says in the very beginning of his 
Essay, on Orrery's speaking ill of Swift and slighting his family. The 
third passion, the author’s ambivalence toward Swift, is composed of "an 
excessive love coupled with an inimical bitterness."^ 
Deane Swift thinks that Swift was "certainly a man of great ambition. 
... his ambition, ever directed by the rules of honour, was of a noble, 
Ï 
Williams, "Swift's Early Biographers," p. 116. 
2 
Sun, P. "Swift's Biographers," p. 78. 
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Ibid., p. 86. 
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Ibid., p. 78. 
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exaulted strain, worthy to be cherished in the breast of an angel. 
Moreover, Swift, in Deane Swift's point of view, "appears to have been a 
O 
great and shining example of Christian faith and morals." Deane Swift's 
admiration of the Dean is clear when he gives his overall judgment of 
Swift's character. "The character of Swift is upon the whole so exceed¬ 
ingly strange, various, and perplexed, that I am afraid it can never be 
O ^ 
drawn up with any degree of accuracy."'' 
Scholarly opinion on Deane Swift's Essay varies. Leslie Stephen 
dismisses the book because it is "foolish and discursive."^ Nevertheless, 
Sir Harold Williams thinks that "with all faults," the Essay remains 
"something more than essay.Meanwhile, Sun thinks that "the book con¬ 
tains more useful information than either Orrery's Remarks or Delany's 
Observations, and, with occasional mistakes here and there, presents a 
chronology of Swift's life up to about 1720.In spite of this appre¬ 
ciation of the content of the work, Sun adds that its style is "about the 
worst of all eighteenth-century lives of Swift. The author shares with 
1 
Deane Swift, An Essay Upon the Life, Writing, and Character of Dr. 
Jonathan Swift (London: Charles Bathurst, 1755; reprint ed. Hildesheim: 
Georg 01ms Verlagsbuch-handlung, 1968), p. 364. 
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Ibid., p. 371. 
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Stephen, Swift, p. v. 
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Williams, "Swift's Early Biographers," pp. 117-118. 
6 
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Delany and Orrery the sin of digression.Overall, the book is well- 
detailed, and the mistakes in dating in it are mainly due to his reliance 
on Fulkner's 1735 edition of Swift's works.^ 
Another defender of Swift also finds much to condemn and little to 
praise in his predecessors' biographies. In 1784, Thomas Sheridan, 
Swift's godson and the son of his old and intimate companion, the elder 
Thomas Sheridan, published his Life of the Rev. Dr. Jonathan Swift. This 
work is the largest of Swift's eighteenth-century biographies. In the 
Introduction, Sheridan discusses the earlier biographers and usually finds 
them deficient. In the first five chapters, he tells the chronological 
story of Swift's life from birth to death, with chapters three and four 
focusing on his political activities. In Chapter Six, Sheridan discusses 
Swift's attitude toward and relation with women, and especially with 
Stella and Vanessa. In the last chapter, "Various Anecdotes of Swift," 
Sheridan mentions "new anecdotes" with extracts from Mrs. Pilkington and 
Delany. Finally, he concludes his Life with a discussion of the Dean's 
character. 
The impression a reader might get from reading Sheridan's Life is 
that it was prepared in haste and without much research. He certainly 
made use of Swift's works, letters, and earlier biographers, and "rarely 
has new reports of important events of Swift's life, but in retelling the 






them."^ He always tries to blame Swift's opponents. His evaluation and 
opinion of Swift reflect the great admiration he has for the Dean: "no 
selfish motive ever influenced any part of his conduct. He loved virtue 
2 for its own sake." As a whole: 
When we consider his character as a man, perfectly free 
from vice, with few frailties, and such exalted virtues, and 
as an author, possessed of such uncommon talents, such orig¬ 
inal vein of humour, such an inexhaustible fund of wit, * 
joined to so clear and solid an understanding, when we behold 
these two characters united in one and the same person, per¬ 
haps it will not be thought too bold an assertion to say, 
that his parallel is not to be found either in the history of 
ancient or modern times.^ 
If some critics accused Swift of being ambitious, Sheridan finds 
that he was only "ambitious at forming a distinguished character in 
life ... for the good of mankind."^ 
Later scholars and biographers were not greatly enthusiastic about 
Sheridan's Life. Leslie Stephen argues that "in 1785 Thomas Sheridan 
produced a pompous and dull life of Swift.Sir Harold Williams thinks 
that Sheridan "is the orthodox biographer .... His own work is disposed 
in proper order. About half consists of fairly direct narrative; ... he 
1 
Ibid., p. 160. 
2 
Thomas Sheridan, The Life of Rev. Dr. Jonathan Swift (London: 
Charles Bathurst, 1784; reprint ed. London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 
1924, p. 543. 
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Ibid., p. 544. 
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Ibid., p. 596. 
Stephen, Swift, p. vi. 
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reserves to a separate part of the Work, such Anecdotes, Memoirs, and 
detracted Pieces, as could not have been interwoven into the history, 
without much interruption."'*' In his estimation, Sun believes that "it 
is from this 'life' that more of the speculative scandals with regard to 
Swift's love affairs are derived. He was only a boy during Swift's closing 
years. 
As has been shown, most of Swift's eighteenth-century biographer's^ 
were defensive rather than critical. Orrery was the only biographer to : 
draw protest from Swift's friends. They were shocked less by his un¬ 
favorable remarks than "by the betrayal of friendship ... /and/ the 
O 
injustice or ill will of his writings.The motives for telling the 
story of Swift's life vary: Mrs. Pilkington wrote her book to tell the 
story of her life. In order to make her book appeal to the reader, she 
filled it with anecdotes of and statements about many famous figures, 
among them Swift. According to his critics, Orrery wrote his Remarks to 
show off his knowledge and to draw attention to himself. Meanwhile, 
Delany tried in his Observations to vindicate Swift against his enemies 
and to correct what he considered Orrery's errors. Deane Swift wrote his 
book because of his anger at Delany and hatred for Orrery. Finally, 
Sheridan's book came as an introductory volume to an edition of Swift's 
works. All the biographers I have discussed thus far had personal 
- 
Williams, "Swift's Early Biographers," p. 118. 
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Sun, "Swift's Biographers," p. 146. 
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Ibid., p. 121. 
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contact with the Dean; they knew him in person and benefited from that. 
They utilized Swift’s correspondence and quote his letters to document 
their ideas and statements. Deane Swift, for example, made a valuable 
contribution by publishing the letters he had in hand, including the 
Journal to Stella. 
The end of the eighteenth century did not bring with it an end to 
the interest in Swift's life. The nineteenth century witnessed another 
stream of biographical materials. As early as 1814, Walter Scott edited 
The Works of Jonathan Swift, the first volume of which was about Swift's 
life. The first volume of John Forster, The Life of Jonathan Swift, was 
published in 1875; in 1882, Leslie Stephen completed his work Swift; and 
in the same year Henry Craik published the Life of Swift. 
As stated, the first volume of Walter Scott's edition of Swift*s 
Works deals with Swift's life. The book consists of seven sections and 
a conclusion in which Swift's character is discussed. Again, Scott can 
be considered to be among Swift's defenders; he does not criticize or 
attack Swift, but rather defends him. His tendency to make a romantic 
story of some aspects of Swift's life, especially in telling the stories 
of Stella and Vanessa, shapes this book; "in many respects he may be said 
to have made a novel of Swift's life, particularly with regard to his 
dealing with Stella and Vanessa, about which he inserts stories whose 
basis was the tittle-tattle purveyed by Orrery and Sheridan and, which 
from its nature, must have been at best speculative, and at the worst 
pure, or impure, invention."^- 
1 
Acworth, Swift, p. 196. 
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Scott's tone is defensive in his Life. To prove this point, one 
example is enough. When Scott discusses Swift's religious life he tries 
his best to convince the reader that Swift was "a devout believer in the 
truths of Christianity, a constant observer of the rules of religion, and 
zealous even to slaying in the cause of the church of England, Swift 
assumed an occasional levity of writing, speaking, and acting which caused 
his being branded as an infidel."-*- Many examples like that can easily'be 
found in his book. Generally speaking, the book is well-detailed and 
tells a chronological story of Swift's life. Leslie Stephen, a later 
nineteenth-century biographer, considered it "by far the best account of 
Swift's career. 
The unfortunate death of John Forster brought an end to what perhaps 
could have been the standard biography of Jonathan Swift. Forster was 
planning to write The Life of Swift in three volumes, but completed only 
the first. He did very intensive research, as his book reveals, and 
collected a great number of unpublished documents. As a result, the book 
is very detailed and comprehensive. 
Forster assumed the heavy task of writing the life of Swift because 
he felt that Swift's life "is a work unfinished, to which no one has 
brought the minute examination indispensably required."3 Another reason 
_ 
Walter Scott, The Works of Jonathan Swift, Vol. 1 (London: Bickers 
and Sons, 1883), p. 437. 
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Stephen, Swift, p. vi. 
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John Forster, The Life of Jonathan Swift (London: John Murray, 
1875; reprint ed. London: Folcroft Library Editions, 1972), p. v. 
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lies in his dissatisfaction with the way Swift's life had been presented 
by his earlier biographers. He wrote, "the writers accepted as authori¬ 
ties for the obscurer portion are found to be practically worthless, and 
the defect is not supplied by the later and greater biographers. 
In 1882 Leslie Stephen published his own biography, Swift. In his 
relatively short work he tells the story of Swift's life from birth to 
death. He discussed Swift's works also in the course of narrating the' 
Dean's life. He thinks that Swift loved all his creeds, political or 
theological, as he loved his friends, simply because they had become a 
part of himself, and were therefore identified with all his hopes, ambi¬ 
tions, and inspirations public or private. 
In his preface Stephen reviews and criticizes briefly his predeces¬ 
sors, and he tries, later on, to avoid their mistakes. He succeeded 
somewhat in this task, for he produced a book "of absorbing interest and 
(deserving of) a place as a standard life of Swift, not only on account 
of its literary merit, which makes it a book for all, but because of the 
fair and judicious way in which Swift's career is sketched, and the care 
O 
with which doubtful evidence is sifted. 
In 1882 Henry Craik published his Life of Swift in two volumes. As 
a matter of fact, he utilized the material which had been assembled by 
Forster in writing his book. Craik's first volume starts with matters of 
Swift's family and birth and continues to discussion of his political 
- 
Ibid., pp. v.-vi. 
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Stephen, Swift, p. 45. 
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Acworth, Swift, pp. 196-97. 
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life. The second volume starts where the first ends and concludes with 
an evaluation of Swift's character and genius. 
In writing his book Craik tried to avoid any interruption of the 
narration of Swift's life, thus he left the discussion of the contro¬ 
versial questions such as Swift's alleged marriage to the appendix of 
his book. Discussing Swift's character, he believes that two factors 
affected it: Swift being "born to poverty, nursed in dependence on a * v 
grudging charity, entering upon the world under ungenial and chilling 
patronage ... /and then/ the disease that caused life-long torture and 
threatened an end still worse."-*- These two factors explain why Swift 
was a "lonely man." When Craik tries to give his view of Swift's 
character as a whole, he sees it to be "built upon a double foundation 
of keen sensitivity and fierce indignation that gives to his life at 
O 
once its interest and its mystery." Craik's book is "of a greater value 
to the student and to future biographers, than to the general reader. 
Scott, Forster, Stephen, and Craik constitute the second and third 
generation of Swift's biographers. They never saw the great Dean of St. 
Patrick's and had no personal contact with him. Therefore, they were 
not in a position to report any new anecdotes which they had witnessed 
or could have heard from Swift. They had to depend, instead, on some¬ 
thing else. Being aware of that fact, they tried to do more research, 
1 
Henry Craik, The Life of Jonathan Swift, Vol. II, 2nd ed (London: 
Macmillan and Co., 1894), p. 265. 
2 
Ibid., p. 264. 
3 
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to collect new documents and to view the life of the Dean from a new 
angle. 
CHAPTER II 
TWENTIETH CENTURY BIOGRAPHIES OF SWIFT 
Interest in Swift's life seems not to have an end. With its dawn, 
the twentieth century brought a new flow of biographical writings on 
Jonathan Swift. The modern biographers continue to address the same 
questions on which their predecessors focused, but with new understanâ^, 
ing and from different angles. In this chapter, I intend to survey and 1 
review the major biographical material the modern age has produced. 
As early as 1910, Sophie Smith published her Dean Swift. Smith's 
book takes a psychological approach in studying the life and character 
of the great Dean of St. Patrick's. Although psychology was then, as 
Smith admits, still in its early days, she employs it in her study; she 
studies the facts of Swift's life in conjunction with his work, believing 
that there is always a link between the writer and his writings. This 
book consists of eight chapters, for each of which a title was chosen 
which, from the author's point of view, better than anything else repre¬ 
sents that stage of Swift's life on which she then focuses. In the 
appendix added to this biography, she writes about Swift's disease, based 
on extracts from an essay by Dr. Buknill, a late nineteenth-century 
physician who studied Swift's malady. 
Smith wrote her book because she thinks that great men of the past 
can be more fully understood, more clearly illuminated, by the new know¬ 
ledge of the modern age. "Surely now, in these days of psychology, the 
great men of the past may be treated with the same insight as those of 
19 
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the present."-*- Her plan then is to represent Swift "As a man of like 
passion with ourselves, of a like longing for affection, of a like sen¬ 
sitiveness to pain or injury."2 Smith's psychological approach is very 
clear when she assigns two factors, poverty and disease, as the most 
O 
important shapers of Swift's life and character. This approach is also 
clear in the way she explains why Swift and Stella were not married, an 
explanation which will be discussed in the following chapter of this * 
thesis. 
Psychology has also a very clear influence on Carl Van Doren's treat¬ 
ment of Swift's life in his book, Swift (1930). Van Doren divided his 
book into eight chapters, assigning a significant title to each one of 
them. These titles are intended to characterize, from the author's point 
of view, the general status of Swift during the periods of his life 
covered in the chapters. For example, "Poor Relation" is the title given 
to the chapter which discusses Swift's early years, and "Dependent" 
entitles that discussing the days Swift spent with Sir William Temple. 
What Van Doren attempted to do in his book is what the earlier biographers 
had failed to do: 
Most of Swift's previous biographers have devoted much- 
of their energy to debating the many points of gossip which, 
have arisen about him, particularly about his malady, about 
his relation to Stella and Vanessa, and about his eccen¬ 
tricities in Ireland. His latest biographer (Van Doren). 
_ 
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has preferred to examine the entire evidence, to select what 
he believes to be the truth, to tell it, and to leave gossip 
where gossip belongs.^ 
Looking at Swift's life as a whole, Van Doren finds that poverty and 
pride were the main factors in building Swift's character; poverty "fed 
and clothed him and housed everything about him but his pride." The 
pride "was constitutional, ceaseless, sensitive, and headlong."'* Further¬ 
more, Swift's spirit was of a different nature from that of most huma'n,. 
beings; in metaphorical language, Van Doren writes, "Suppose some such 
spirits had been conjured up by an experiment of nature, by a hoax of 
nature, and had been let loose among men. The spirit's course would have 
been like Swift's."^ Such a spirit then "would expect to command the 
inferior beings it outwardly resembled";*’ thus, Van Doren can conclude 
that Swift's spirit "rode his flesh. 
After his psychological analysis of Swift's personality, Van Doren 
concludes that Swift is a man of paradoxes: 
On the other side of all his hatreds were loves. Swift 
was a misanthropist, but he is famous for his friendships. 
He shrank from women, but he made two women famous. He de¬ 
tested Ireland, but he has the eternal affection of the 
1 
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Irish. He loathed the human race, but he has been a delight 
to it for two centuries. It was his extraordinary fortune 
to draw an interest of love from a principle of hate.^ 
It seems that the twentieth-century biographers of swift cannot resist 
the temptation of psychology in their study of him. In 1934 two authors, 
Mario M. Ross and Joseph M. Hone, published a book the title of which is 
enough to reveal its perspective: Swift, or the Egotist. They think 
that in all the earlier biographies Swift had never been "dealt with * 
fairly ... in the sense that he has never been dealt with at all. No one: 
has thought of the man, but only of his separate actions, finding in each 
single action the ground for excusing or condemning the man." They also 
believed that there was a very strong need for a biography of Swift 
O 
written "by men of our time, with our new ways of thinking," in an 
attempt to finally "offer a biography—not a chronological sequence of 
events without meaning, as so many biographies are."^ 
As they define it, Swift completely fits the definition of "egotist." 
The "egotist" is: 
A man in his hide, who cannot go outside of himself. 
He cannot see the world from an unimpassioned angle, he is 
always at the center of the stage and all the lines of 
force which go through the world come to their focal point 
in himself.-* 
1 
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The egotist, nevertheless, is not selfish; the "selfish man has a very 
definite purpose in his life and tends to make everyone subservient to 
his ends, (while) the egotist follows no such straight lines.They 
find much in Swift's life and behavior to support these ideas; among them 
are his fleeing when he "could not have his way, as he did in his love 
with Vanessa, in his politics after the final clash between Harley and 
Bolingbroke, and when Stella was near death."z Furthermore, they 
ascribed Swift's dislike for humanity to a simple reason: an egotist 
3 cannot identify himself with a mass. 
It is a tradition among Swift's biographers to refer to him as the 
poet, the man of letters, the politician, etc., and to deal with these 
aspects of his activities separately. According to Rossi and Hone, such 
an approach is unjustified; "we can only repeat that he was Swift an 
egotist, Swift a writer who was no man of letters, or Swift a politician 
in a special sense—he was always this or that, but always something 
more: himself."^ Their effort to see Swift as "something more" con¬ 
vinced them that his "life was not a spectacle, but a battle."^ 
Maxwell Gold's book, Swift's Marriage to Stella, was published in 
1937. The title clearly reveals that the book is devoted wholly to a 
_ 
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discussion of Swift's alleged marriage to Stella. In this book, Gold 
attempts to "demonstrate that Swift and Stella were married about the 
year 1716, and that Swift offered to acknowledge the marriage publicly. 
I shall also suggest reasons for a belief that a pathological unfitness 
for the married state was the reason why Swift never lived with Stella. 
In the first part of the book, Gold presents the opinions of those 
♦ ♦ 
who support the belief that Stella was Swift's wife and the evidence on^ 
which they base their ideas. He discusses biographers like Orrery, Mrs. " 
Pilkington, Delany, Deane Swift, Sheridan, Scott and others. Then, in 
the same part, he presents the opinions of those who do not share that 
belief, like John Nichols, who stated his opinion in a supplement to 
Hawkesworth's edition of Swift's works.^ Following these arguments, he 
discusses the evidence presented by both parties and tries to assess it. 
In the second part of his study, Gold announces that "in this essay 
I am able to present for the first time several new pieces of evidence"^ 
which support the marriage theory. "The most important new evidence is 
that contained in the transcripts of Mrs. Whiteway's letter to Orrery 
1 
Maxwell Gold, Swift's Marriage to Stella (Cambridge: Harvard Uni¬ 
versity Press, 1937), p. 5. 
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In 1755, John Hawkesworth assumed the task of publishing Swift's 
works. As introductory volume to this edition, he wrote An Account of 
the Life of Reverend Jonathan Swift, D. D., Dean of St. Patrick's, Dublin. 
This Life of Swift is a short one, 76 pages. The author observes a strict 
chronological order in telling the story of Swift's life. He admits that 
his sources are: Swift's autobiographical fragments, Orrery's, Delany's, 
and Deane Swift's books. He took the facts of Swift's life from those 
books and organized them in chronological order. He did not have much 
original material to report, because he was not among Swift's acquaintances. 
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found in Orrery's annotated copy of the Remarks. Another piece of the 
evidence is Orrery's autograph copy of the letter to Deane Swift of 
December 4, 1742. Gold includes as evidence also the manuscript of 
Scott's life of Swift which he thinks provides additional support. He 
also examines the only contrary evidence, the notes to a copy of Hawkes- 
worth's Life, now in the Forster Library at South Kensington, and thinks 
that his examination is "more complete than any other before attempted. 
Gold uses all these newly-discovered documents to prove that Swift 
and Stella were married around the year 1716, but that they never lived 
together. The appendix to this book includes "unprinted and misprinted" 
letters from Swift to Orrery and to Dr. John Arbuthnot, an eighteenth- 
century poet, which Gold transcribed from manuscripts in the Pierpont 
Morgan Library in New York City. Most of these letters have nothing to 
do witb the question of the alleged marriage, but Gold came upon them 
during the course of his research. A more detailed discussion of Gold's 
point of view is provided in the next chapter of this thesis, which deals 
with the question of the alleged marriage. 
This continuous stream of biographical writing about Swift proves 
that writing about his life is fascinating; thus, in 1937, Bertram Newman, 
without making any "original contribution to Swiftian Scholarship,"^ pub¬ 
lished his Jonathan Swift. To this admission, he adds that the only 
- 
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contribution he might have made is to "have cast here and there a clearer 
ray of light on as complex and enigmatic a character as has ever chal¬ 
lenged portrayal.Newman's book is divided into two parts, each of them 
containing six chapters. An appendix concerning the medical aspect of 
Swift's malady is added to those chapters. 
In Newman's view, Swift is a "landless" man; in reality, according 
to him, "Swift never had a home, or what he (Swift) regarded as such."^ 
He lived in Ireland, but was always attached to England, never feeling - 
that Ireland was his home. He regarded England as his home, but he never 
had the chance to settle there. In Newman's opinion, Swift's character 
is that kind "which resists all attempts to refer it to one ruling 
passion, such as egoism or pride. Swift was indeed an egocentric man, as 
many other men of genius have been."^ His pride, however, "was certainly 
inordinate; it sprang from a consciousness of superiority to the mass of 
his fellow-creatures."-’ 
In 1947 Bernard Acworth. published his biography, Swift. This book 
consists of twenty-two short chapters and six appendices. The author 
intends his book to tell a chronological story of Swift's life, with a 
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are devoted to discussion of some of Swift's major works, for example, 
A Tale of a Tub and Gulliver's Travels. Acworth's plan is to let Swift's 
recorded words and deeds speak for him and be his judge.^ He declares 
that "in this short study of Swift as much space as possible will be 
devoted to extracts from his works in order to bring his mind and char¬ 
acter, of which his writings are the embodiment, to the touchstone, not 
of man's prejudice and inveterate self-esteem, but to that of truth, ând 
reason which know little, if anything, of either." Thus, the book is 
full of quotations, long and short, from Swift's works, with Acworth's 
comments on them. He thinks that the final passage containing "The Dean's 
Self-Judgment" is the part of the poem in which "Swift sets forth his own 
estimate of his character and life through the invented agency of that 
rarity in a world of humbug—an unbiased and disinterested man."^ 
Acworth thinks that with regard to economics, Swift "preached what, 
to his generation, was heresy-Free Trade.He believes that with regard 
to military strategy Swift was "the advocate of maritime strategy as 
opposed to that of the continental 'mud and blood' school.Acworth 
also believes that socially Swift "pleaded, generally, for the recognition 
1 
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of Christian ethics as the only tolerable basis of legislation in a pro- 
-1 
fessedly Christian land";1 with regard to politics, Swift, according to 
Acworth, was "in general, the greatest champion of national and individual 
freedom that England and Ireland ever had";^ for Swift, Acworth sees 
Christianity as "more firmly fixed in his head than in his heart, and that 
with the passing years it became less heartfelt and more intellectual";^ 
♦ 
furthermore, Acworth belieyes that Swift, an "outcast in this world, is x 
one of the greatest ones in the next"^ and that his spirit "is at peace 
with God and with men who, like himself, had become regenerate, and chil¬ 
dren by adoption and grace. 
In 1949, Evelyn Hardy published her biography, The Conjured Spirit- 
Swift. Her six-chapter book is intended to be a life of Swift presented 
from her own point of view. The book concentrates mainly on Swift's 
relationship with Vanessa and Stella. In fact, it opens with Swift 
writing his letters to Stella in London in 1710, then goes on to use a 
sort of flash-back in her effort to tell Swift's life story. Like many 
other modern biographers of Swift, she writes her book from a psycho¬ 
logical point of view, as the title she chose for her book shows. 
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Kendall, which suggested for her the title of the book, is "the key to 
the inner chamber of Swift's mind and heart, to his mental and amorous 
complexities."-*- This letter "reveals his salient characteristics at a 
stroke—his sincerity, arrogance, diffidence, and blindness. (His arro¬ 
gance was the) counter-part of his feeling of worthlessness, the hard, 
defensive, impenetrable shell in which he had enclosed himself."z 
As a result of her study of Swift, Hardy thinks that: * 
There was always either too little or too much of every¬ 
thing—thought, passion, force, art. A see-saw of comple¬ 
mentary trends was set up: he suffered excruciatingly, so he 
1 
Evelyn Hardy, The Conjured Spirit—Swift (London: The Hogarth Press, 
1949), p. 28. 
On page 27 of her book, she presents the extracts of Swift's letter 
which led her to that judgment: 
There is something in me which must be employed, and 
when I am alone turns all, for want of practice, into 
speculation and forethought; insomuch that in these seven 
weeks I have been here, I have writ, and burnt and writ 
again, upon almost all manner of subjects, more than per¬ 
haps any man in England. And this is it which a person 
of great honour in Ireland (one who was pleased to stoop 
so low as to look into my mind), used to tell me, that my 
mind was like a conjured spirit, that would do mischief 
if I would not give it employment. It is this humour that 
makes me so busy when I am in company, to turn all that 
way; and since it commonly end(s) in talk, whether it be 
love or common conversation, it is all alike. This is so 
common, that I could remember twenty women in my life, to 
whom I behaved myself just the same way; and I profess 
without any other design than that of entertaining myself 
when I am very idle, or when something goes amiss in my 
affairs. This I have always done as a man of the world, 
when I had no design for anything grave in it, and what I 
thought at worst a harmless impertinence. But, whenever 
I begin to take sober resolutions, or as now, to think of 
entering into the church, I never found it would be hard 




inflicted pain on others. He was conscious of being too 
submissive, so he determined to dominate: he loved to 
display himself publicly, walking like a king of men, yet 
simultaneously he cloaked himself with mystery: he ruth¬ 
lessly attacked acquaintances when he first met them and 
then suddenly shut himself away, or fled, like a timid, 
wild creature: he was so modest that he never sought 
fame from any of his writings, nor cared if they were 
published, once they had driven home the nail on which he 
had concentrated the power of his hammer, yet his vanity 
was excessive: he was meticulously clean, yet obsessed 
with images of filth: he appears to have suffered from 
gnawing feelings of inadequacy and peculiarity which he *v 
counterbalanced with fantasies of heroic birth, and 
heroic behaviour.-'- : 
Concerning Swift's relations with women, Hardy thinks that if he was 
to love them, they "must first submit to being students and then become 
slaves, extensions of himself, who offered no opposition.She believes 
that Vanessa and Stella both were what he wanted. 
In 1955 John Middleton Murry published his study, Jonathan Swift: 
A Critical Biography. The book contains thirty chapters attempting to 
tell the story at the Dean's life from birth to death, and to discuss in 
that compass his works. The book, as its author admits, "makes no claim 
to be the product of original research into unpublished material. It is 
based simply on some years of study of Swift's writings in books which 
others have toiled to make,"^ and combines study of Swift's life and work, 
because Murrey believes "that where the materials for the biography of a 
great writer are available, the study of his life and work do fructify 
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each other, and that to hold them rigorously apart is, very often, to 
refuse illumination."^ In plainer words, Murry's aim is "to write a book 
which should be at once a life of Swift and a critical study of his 
works. 
The book is clearly influenced by psychology. Murry's analysis of 
Swift's character reflects that influence. He thinks, for example, that 
"the singularity of his childhood was largely accountable for the singu¬ 
larities of his character, fatherless, separated from his mother, the boy: 
never knew the security of home. If one single word may characterize the 
whole of his life it was that of a homeless man."^ Besides that, Swift's 
egotism was so strong as to make him believe that "Nature and God were 
wrong; and Jonathan Swift was right. 
Unlike Acworth, who believed that Swift is one of the great men in 
the next world,^ Murry thinks that the epitaph Swift wrote for himself 
"is silent on any Christian hope. It might be the epitaph of one of his 
Roman heroes—as Brutus or Cato: except perhaps for the fierce indig¬ 
nation that tears at his heart no more. Death is not the opening of a 
gate, but the closing of a wound. 
- 




Ibid., p. 13. 
4 
Ibid., p. 441. 
5 
Acworth., Swift, p. 221. 
6 
Murry, Jonathan Swift, p. 484. 
» 
32 
In 1959 Denis Johnston published his book, In Search of Swift.^ It 
is not intended to tell the life of Swift chronologically, but to prove a 
point. In the course of the argument, all the facts of Swift's life 
which may be used to prove that point are presented. The book expands a 
short paper "The Mysterious Origin of Dean Swift," which the author sub¬ 
mitted to the Old Dublin Society in 1941, and which appeared later in the 
Journal of that body. The book, which consists of twenty-five chapters • 
y 
and an appendix, tries to prove that Swift was Sir John Temple's son, i.e., 
a younger, illegitimate half-brother of Sir William Temple, and that 
Stella is Sir William Temple's daughter, which would mean that Swift was 
her uncle and that their marriage would have been legally impossible. 
The starting point of Johnston's research was his discovery that Sir 
John Temple, Master of the Rolls in Ireland, has repeatedly signed the 
pages of the Black Book of the King's Inn, particularly the page which 
carries the appointment of Jonathan Swift, the father, as a steward. 
This caused Johnston to be suspicious and to carefully investigate the 
life and origin of Swift and his parents. He reaches the conclusion that 
Swift was Sir John Temple's bastard, which would make him half-brother of 
Sir William Temple. 
Johnston treats Stella's origin in the same way. He investigates 
the lives of her parents and that of Sir William Teinple to conclude that 
Stella was Sir William Temple's hastard. The whole hook deals mainly- with 
this question, which will be discussed in the following chapter with more 
details. 
In 1962, Irvin Ehrenpreis published the first volume of Swift: the 
_ 
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Man, His Works, and the Age; Mr. Swift and His Contemporaries was the sub¬ 
title given to that volume, in which he declares that "compared with the 
ideal of a definitive biography, the present volume has more faults than 
its author has blushes; compared with available biographies, it aims at a 
new standard of thoroughness and accuracy."-*- In the preface to this 
volume he complains that "biographers find Swift's character so fasci¬ 
nating that often they treat him in comparative isolation, telling a « 
single story of his inner development and employing other people, as well 
as public events, only as these bear unavoidably upon the man or his 
works.Therefore, he is trying "by revealing unexpected connections 
and relationships, to suggest the narrow, close-knit nature of the social 
fabric to which he belonged. (Also he is further trying) to indicate how 
far intellectual traditions and public events could, as it were, endow 
Swift with principles which might seem arbitrary to us."^ Furthermore, 
Ehrenpreis tries in this study to eliminate fables, and to lpok "minutely 
into Swift's relations and principles."^ 
Ehrenpreis' plan, then, is not only to give 3 detailed account pf 
Swift's life, but also to provide the reader with a political, social, 
and intellectual background which helps in the understanding pf Swift and 
his motives, In the first volume, before writing of Swift's birth., 
Ï ~ - - .... 
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Ehrenpreis gives an account of Swift's parents' families and of Ireland 
and Dublin at the time of Swift's birth. The same technique is followed 
in presenting all the stages of Swift's life. The first volume ends with 
Swift's last years at Moor Park. 
The same plan of presenting Swift's life and its background is fol¬ 
lowed in the second volume, Dr. Swift, published 1967.^ Ehrenpreis thinks 
that this second volume is the most "bookish" and largest of the three, x 
because it deals with the years when Swift was very active. A good back¬ 
ground account is given regarding the politics of those days. The volume 
begins with Swift's arrival in Dublin. The third volume of this work has 
not been published yet; however, from the two volumes already published we 
may conclude that Ehrenpreis aims at writing a standard biography of 
Jonathan Swift; a final judgment cannot be passed before we see the third 
volume in print. 
The most recent biography I found during my study is A. L. Rowse's 
Jonathan Swift: Major Prophet (1975). Rowse says that the subject of 
his book had been in his mind for a long time, but that he had always 
felt that it was too difficult for him to undertake. Finally, he had the 
feeling that he understood "better Swift's complex and unusual attitude 
toward Stella and Vanessa, and (that he has) been able to contribute a 
new inflexion which the reader will find in its proper place—bringing 
out the difference in social class between the two."^ 
_ 
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The book consists of nine chapters in which Swift's life is dealt 
with from birth to death, as well as his works whenever it is proper to 
include them. A great part of Rowse's interest in Swift lies in the 
Dean's relations with Vanessa and Stella; therefore, he assigns to each 
woman a separate chapter. After his study of Swift's life and character, 
Rowse thinks that Swift's main motive was the pursuit of power.^ He also 
thinks that Swift was "in some ways ungenerous, in others he was a gen- « 
erous man to the deserving, or the genuinely helpless. And his good 
nature overrode party prejudice. 
Biographies of Swift produced in the twentieth century thus far are 
different from those produced earlier. Most of the twentieth-century 
lives of Swift are the work of "professional biographers who are content 
to retell and reinterpret the facts and legends without pretense to 
original scholarship. Doubtless the persistance of the stock figure can 
/ 
O 
be attributed in part to the dearth of scholarly biographies.Some of 
Swift's modern biographers limited their studies to particular biograph- 
-cal problems such as■his alleged marriage. It is obvious that most of 
Swift's twentieth-century biographers are influenced by psychology; they 
used this relatively new branch of knowledge in hopes of gaining a deeper 
understanding of Swift's life and character. 
Still, the modern biographers of Swift have their own shortcomings. 
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Perhaps the most grievous one "is their resolve to remain innocent of the 
very active literary criticism of Swift's works. Thus recent biographers 
like Evelyn Hardy and J. Middleton Murry, who had adequate correctives 
available to them, followed Rossi and Hone, Van Doren, and other predeces¬ 
sors in identifying Swift with Gulliver and in finding only sacrilege in 
A Tale of a Tub."1 
1 
Ibid., p. 130. 
CHAPTER III 
SWIFT'S RELATIONS WITH WOMEN: VANESSA AND STELLA 
IN TWENTIETH CENTURY BIOGRAPHIES 
Swift's relations with women have been a subject of dispute among 
biographers, both contemporary and modern, and have received different 
« 
kinds of treatment by them. The disputes about and discussion of this x 
aspect of Swift's life have been concentrated around two women: Esther 
(Hester) Vanhomrigh (Vanessa) and Esther Johnson (Stella). Swift's 
relations with Stella, especially the question of their alleged marriage, 
have received more attention than have his relations with Vanessa. There- 
' fore, this chapter will deal mainly with the Swift-Stella relationship. 
To set the subject of discussion in its proper critical and histor¬ 
ical context, a brief survey of the opinions of Swift's eighteenth and 
nineteenth-century biographers regarding his relations with these two 
women will be necessary. Consequently, this chapter will be divided into 
two parts: the first deals with, the Swift-Vanessa relationship, the 
second with the Swift-Stella relationship. In each part, the main facts 
of the life of the woman concerned will be given first, then the earlier 
biographers' treatment of her relationship with Swift, and finally the 
modern biographers' treatment of it. 
Esther Vanhomrigh was born in 1688, to become later the eldest of 
four children. Her father was a merchant in Dublin who died in 1703. 
Six years later the widow decided to move to London with her four children. 
Swift met Esther in 1711, and became a frequent visitor of her family. 
Observing the capabilities of her mind, he took on the task of educating 
37 
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her and directing her to the proper reading. Swift and Vanessa corre¬ 
sponded during his absence from London. After Vanessa's mother's death 
in 1714, she moved with her sister to Marbay Abbey, Dublin, to be near 
the Dean. Most of Vanessa's letters to Swift, unlike those to him from 
Stella, survived because she kept a copy of most of them. These letters 
were published after her death in 1723 upon her own instruction.^ The 
last scene before her death is a subject of dispute among Swift's biogra¬ 
phers. One version of the story is that around the year 1723 Vanessa 
wrote to Stella asking whether the rumors of Stella's marriage to Swift 
were true or not. Stella answered with a simple "yes" and forwarded the 
letter to the Dean, who rode in a white fury to Marbay Abbey, entered 
Vanessa's apartment, flung the letter on the table and returned to Dublin 
without saying a single word. Vanessa, who was shocked, opened the 
packet to find only her letter to Stella. How long she survived after 
this meeting is uncertain, though it was not long. The second version of 
the story is that Vanessa wrote to Swift directly. The third version is 
that she went personally to see Stella to get an answer to her question 
regarding the rumors. Swift's biographers found this story to be inter¬ 
esting, and some held him directly responsible for Vanessa's death, while 
O 
others denied that responsibility. It is agreed among biographers that 
after that meeting, if it ever took place, Vanessa changed the will she 
had written before in favor of Swift and wrote a new one in which Swift's 
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name was not even mentioned. 
The Swift-Vanessa relationship was always a subject of certain inter¬ 
est to Swift biographers. Orrery thinks that her love for Swift "was 
founded in vanity, or, to use a more fashionable phrase, in taste."-*- He 
believes that Swift visited her frequently during her stay in Dublin and 
O 
that "she often pressed him to marry her."z Before her death, she wrote 
a letter apparently asking him to marry her, and he angrily delivered* i,n 
person a reply which remained unknown. She did not long survive that 
meeting, but was sufficiently composed to cancel a will made in Swift's 
3 
favor. Delany does not add much more to the Orrery account; he generally 
considered Orrery's reconstruction of this Vanessa episode most offensive. 
Meanwhile, Deane Swift thinks that Vanessa's "only misfortune was, that 
she had a passion for Dr. Swift.That passion, according to Deane 
Swift, "was in all probability the remote cause of her death.Finally, 
£ 
she died "a martyr to love and constancy." Sheridan tells in his biogra¬ 
phy of Swift the story of Vanessa's writing to Stella inquiring about the 
marriage rumors and Stella's positive reply. He also says that Stella 
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gave the letter to Swift, who rode in anger to Vanessa’s apartment, flung 
the letter on the table and left without saying a word. Sheridan thinks 
that, although Vanessa died soon thereafter, she managed to change her 
will, as Orrery had reported earlier. 
Stephen thinks that Swift kept Vanessa at a distance because of his 
connections with Stella and because "a collision between his two slaves 
might be disastrous.He does not find "Vanessa's death surprising, 
though she was under thirty-five, when we remember that her younger sister 
and both brothers had died before her; and that her health had always been 
weak, and her life for some time a languishing death. 
Craik declares that the friendship between Swift and Vanessa "had 
begun in literary guidance: it was strengthened by flattery: it lived 
on a cold and almost stern repression, fed by confidences as to literary 
schemes, and by occasional literary compliments: hut it never came to 
have a real hold over Swift's heart.Nothing but her "crushed and 
baffled passion brought her death. 
Twentieth-century biographers' treatment of Swift's connections with 
Vanessa are more or less responses to the earlier biographers' treatments. 
Sophie Smith thinks that Vanessa, "like Stella, was removed from friends 
of her own sex and age, by her incapacity to sympathize with their 
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their pursuits"-^ but that unlike Stella she was not able to maintain the 
kind of relationship Swift liked to have with women. Furthermore, her 
nature was different from that of Swift; "she was weak, he was strong; 
she was passionate and impetuous, he was calm, cool and logical; she was 
wildly romantic, he was singularly reasonable and deficient in romance. 
From the very force of his character, which made all women to bow to him 
as to a superior being, he reduced her to the position of abject slave* 
and worshipper, and that most deadly of all diseases Schwarmerei took 
possession of her."^ Smith insists that Swift gave Vanessa no reason to 
hope for a marriage; he tried to show her that on many occasions, in¬ 
cluding in his poem, "Deacon=Cadenus and Vanessa." 
Concerning the stories about Vanessa's death, Smith believes none of 
them, though she admits that omitting Swift's name from her will and the 
ordering of the publication of her letters to him were acts "of a woman 
burning for revenge"^ against someone she considered to have wronged her. 
However, on more than one occasion Smith expresses her belief that Swift 
did not wrong Vanessa and was not to be blamed, directly or indirectly, 
for her death because his "part in the drama was the only possible part 
for him to take."^ 
Unlike. Smith.» Va,n Doren thinks that Swift in one way oy ^npthep 
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encouraged Vanessa to develop whatever feeling she had for him. Moreover, 
Van Doren views Swift's relationships with Vanessa and Stella as a tri¬ 
angle: Stella was the wife, Vanessa the mistress, Swift the husband and 
the lover. Since Stella was "nearly a wife, and some routine had got 
into their companionship,"^ he looked for somebody new, for a mistress. 
Vanessa was that one. Swift, thus according to Van Doren, became involved 
in another affair. When he met Vanessa, Swift "being forty ... could not 
quite resist such warmth from a girl, did not have quite the courage to - 
put out such a fire or leave it. Too scrupulous or too temperate to make 
the full use of Vanessa's passion, he went on idling within its perilous 
range. He was surprised when he found that he had on his hand a mistress 
O 
as extraordinary as the wife he had in Ireland." 
After studying the. course of Vanessa and Swift's relationship, Van 
Doren notices that when Swift "had snubbed her long enough, to put an end 
to any ordinary suit, he would turn kind, would insist upon his esteem 
and admiration, and would once more rouse her. He could or would not 
learn that her love and his kindness were oil and water, yan Doren 
thinks the reason behind such behavior might be that Swift was not sure 
of his feelings toward her. If "he had either loved or hated Vanessa, 
he would have known what to do. He would have taken her or he wpuld haye 
1 
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gone from her, in the storm of any consequences,which makes it possible 
to conclude that "she had spent her life trying to win him, and he had let 
her spend it." Nevertheless, Van Doren rejects all the stories about 
Vanessa's death as being gossip.^ 
Rossi and Hone think that "Swift entered into this affair (with 
Vanessa) with a light heart.Stella, for him, was "the Settled love- 
the-as-good-as-a-marriage."^ She "was in Ireland, and not likely to come 
over.Rossi and Hone give the impression that Vanessa was desperately 
in love with Swift, who was trying to get away from her and that if anybody 
was victimized it was poor Vanessa, a plump, feeble, passionate woman who 
had been victimized even by the biographers.^ 
Like the rest of the biographers to whom I have referred, Rossi and 
Hone discuss the different stories of the final scene in Vanessa's life. 
They reject these stories because they find no truth in them; however, 
they think that "her sudden death a month after the will is signed 
_ 
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indicates that she was for a month or a little more suffering from some 
common acute illness, rendered more serious by her depression. She prob¬ 
ably perceived that her end had come,"^ changed her will and ordered the 
publication of the letters shortly before her death. 
Newman found that Vanessa in her letters does not accuse Swift "of 
having made her love him or of being the wilful cause of her misery. 
He believes that Vanessa "had a capacity for passion which wrecked hef 
3 
life"; therefore, most of the blame falls on her rather than on Swift. 
Besides, Newman refuses to believe the stories connected with Vanessa's 
death and wonders why she had to wait until 1723 to ask about the truth 
of the rumors concerning the alleged marriage of Swift and Stella, which 
is said to have taken place around the year 1716.^ 
Acworth looks at Swift's association with Vanessa "as a one-sided 
love affair"^ and analyzes their correspondence with this understanding. 
^—\ 
He does not blame Swift either for the course his relationship with 
Vanessa took or for her death. Acworth says that the story about the 
final scene in Vanessa's life was originated by Lord Orrery: "if the 
story is true, we must suppose that Lord Orrery was under the table in 
Vanessa's room (and in addition to that) there is npt a shred pf eyidence 
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that any such incident, either with regard to Vanessa's letter to Stella, 
or Swift's 'Satanic' descent upon the cowering Vanessa, ever took place."! 
Thus, Swift could not be held responsible for her death; in fact, her 
"health for many years had been weak and she died from natural causes, 
accelerated by the exhaustion of her unrequited passion;... she was not 
'murdered by a look' from Swift as alleged. Only in novels do 'looks 
kill."2 
In Hardy's point of view, both Swift and Vanessa are responsible for. 
what happened. Being 
Diffident and insecure, (Vanessa) committed herself and 
her future happiness to someone whom she believed she could 
lean on, but above all else respect and honor. The need to 
reverence the man she might love is marked in Vanessa's 
letters. 
Swift appeared to respond, if not by words, action or 
intention, then by manner and implication. Vanessa's in¬ 
experience and her powerful imagination, which created an 
unreal being and unreal state of affairs blotting out the 
real, prevented her from reading Swift's character aright.^ 
Commenting on the story of Vanessa's death, Hardy states first that 
Vanessa's family, the Van Homrighs, "were an early-dying family and were 
probably consumptive";^ therefore, her death was natural and Swift is 
free from any responsibility for it. Hardy, furthermore, thinks that all 
the stories about her death are romantic legends. 
1 
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In analyzing Swift's relationship with Vanessa, John Middleton Murry 
compares it to that with Stella. He thinks that Swift trained Stella to 
play the part he wanted her to play, while Vanessa broke "his plans and 
defences and set a chord in him vibrating that never stopped, and that in 
his heart of hearts he did not want to stop."-*- When Swift in his letters 
to Vanessa recalled the scenes of their intimacies, he did not do that 
only to give Vanessa pleasure, but also because he "took pleasure in * v 
dwelling upon them." If he did not marry Vanessa, the reason was not 
because of any physical incapacity, but because of Stella. Murry believed 
that Swift would have married Vanessa, but his conscience did not admit 
the idea because "he trained Stella to his purpose (and) could not discard 
her now. But neither could he discard Vanessa. That his heart forbade."^ 
Moreover, he "could not really break with Vanessa. He needed her almost 
as much as she needed him."^ 
The different stories about Vanessa's death, from Murry's point of 
view, are "legend and conjecture";^ he insists that the only facts we know 
are that she died on July 2, 1732, and that on May 1 of the same year she 
1 
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made her will, which contains no mention of Swift whatsoever.^ However, 
"if the story is an invention, it is a magnificent one. But it is hard 
to conceive Swift telling it to any mortal soul. And who, save himself 
and Vanessa, can have witnessed the scene? Thus, the more probable of 
the two versions of the story is that Vanessa's letter was written to 
Stella; for in that case Swift could hardly have avoided telling her what 
he had done." And since we know for certain that Vanessa changed her* v 
attitude towards Swift, which is manifested in her changing her will, we : 
may assume that she had "certain knowledge that he was married to Stella."^ 
Murry, then, accepts as 'substantially true' the Sheridan story that 
Vanessa wrote to Stella inquiring about the truth behind the rumors and 
that Stella answered by a simple "Yes"; but he does not accept the rest 
of the story, that Swift rode to Vanessa's apartment and what passed 
between them after that. 
In considering Swift's relations with Vanessa, A. L. Rowse tries to 
understand Vanessa's motivations by analyzing her character. He sees "her 
character well enough in that utter lack of self-control, and one can 
guess that, with no father, she had been spoiled hy an ambitious and 
extravagant mother, as well as by Swift. She was a complaining soit of 
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have been written by men helps us to understand why she was treated with 
gallantry. "Most men have been unable to see through her, or think it 
sufficient justification that she was madly in love. They omit to notice 
her feminine unreason, her insufferable importinity, a prime case of 'the 
unspeakable in the full pursuit of the uneatable.' My sympathies are with 
Swift—though he should never have exposed himself to such a type, or been 
more resolute and pushed her out of his life."^ However, Swift "continued 
to giye her all rational consolation he could.: 
Rowge does not find enough truth hehind the. different stories of 
Vanessa's death to accept any of them, and knows that it is yery difficult 
to discover the truth. Nevertheless ; 
What looks prohable to account for the drastic step she 
took at the end is that she heard of a secret marriage,". For 
she completely cut him out of her will; there is no mention 
of him, eyen in the considerable list of friends to whom she 
left money for mourning-rings in remembrance of her. Most 
of the people whom she remembered in her will were no friends 
of his, some of them persons he would disapprove of. The 
bulk of her fortune she left to a perfect stranger, the phi¬ 
losopher Berkeley, to advance his scheme for a college for the 
conversion of the Indians in Bermuda, a project Swift thought 
ridiculous. ^ 
Those, then, are the twentieth century biographers' interpretations 
of and opinions concerning Swift's relationship with Vanessa. Neverthe¬ 
less, Swift had a more lasting relationship with another woman: Stella, 
to whom those same biographers addressed themselves. Stella was the name 
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Swift gave to Esther Johnson, who was born in 1680. She was living at 
Moor Park, Sir William Temple's estate, with her mother, Bridget, who had 
moved there to work as a paid companion to Lady Gifford, Sir William's 
sister, after Stella's father had died. When Swift saw Stella for the 
first time, she was eight years old. Thirteen years her senior, he 
participated in her education by acting as a tutor to her. A few years 
later, he left Moor Park for Ireland to take Holy Orders. When he re-* ^ 
turned in 1696, Stella was sixteen. After Sir William's death in January, 
1699, Swift, appointed chaplain to Lord Berkeley, Lord Justice of Ireland, 
left for Dublin in July of the same year. Stella continued to live in 
England for a period of time. However, in 1701, with her companion 
Rebecca Dingley, she went to join the Dean in Ireland, where she became 
his companion until her death. 
When Swift was visiting England in 1710, he started writing a series 
of letters to Stella known now as the Journal to Stella. According to 
gossip, Swift was married to Stella in, or around, the year 1716. Two 
years later, he began his series of birthday poems addressed to her, the 
last of which was written in 1724. Alternating between periods of illness 
and recovery, for a long time, Stella died on January 28, 1728.^ 
Swift trained Stella to be his companion. The qualities he found 
pleasing in a woman, as he explains them in his writings, are those of 
Stella. She was different from most of the women of her period; she 
Enjoyed conversation and made no display of shyness. 
She spoke in a pleasant voice and simple words, never hesi¬ 
tating except out of modesty before new faces. But she did 
1 
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not speak much at a time and refused absolutely to discuss 
fashions, scandal, or immoral topics. Her visitors were 
more commonly men than women, particularly clergymen. One 
reason was that she enjoyed reading and talking about Books 
which women seldom read: history, especially of Greece and 
Rome, though also that of France and England; books of 
travel; the higher levels of recent and contemporary poetry 
and essays. She understood Platonic and Epicurean philos¬ 
ophy, could point out errors in Hobbe's materialism, and had 
good taste in literature generally. Thus she accurately 
reflected the learning of her instructor.^ 
The question of Swift's alleged marriage to Stella was addressed By, 
Swift's early biographers as well as by the more recent ones. The first - 
printed reference to the rumors of the alleged marriage goes back to 1723, 
i.e., during Swift's and Stella's lifetimes. The reference is a letter 
written by Dr. Evans, Bishop of Meath and an old enemy of Swift, to Arch¬ 
bishop Wake on July 27, 1723. The letter refers directly to the belief 
that Swift and Stella were hushand and wife, and that knowing that fact 
hastened Vanessa's death.^ 
Most of the major eighteenth-century biographers took the marriage 
rumors for unquestioned fact and referred to Stella on many occasions as 
Swift's wife. Orrery believes that she was "the concealed, but undoubted 
wife of Dr. Swift.Orrery refers to Stella as Swift's wife on more 
than one occasion in phrases like "I drew a picture of Swift's wife, 
1 
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"the history of Stella, wife to Dr. Swift,etc. He does not discuss 
this issue because he takes the marriage for granted. 
The same position was taken by other eighteenth-century biographers. 
In the third volume of her Memoirs, Mrs. Pilkington expresses her belief 
that Stella "was actually his (Swift's) wife,"^ and adds that Swift, "in 
the later part of his life, offered to acknowledge her as the partner of 
Q 
his heart, but she wisely declined it." But Mrs. Pilkington does not^ 
give details of this offer, although this was the first time a biographer 
refers to it. 
Delany did not disagree with those two biographers; he agrees com¬ 
pletely with Orrery: "Your account of his marriage, is, I am satisfied, 
true."^ Besides, Delany introduces the stofy of Swift's offering, around 
the year 1722, to acknowledge Stella as his wife. According to him, 
Stella's answer was "Too late." 
Deane Swift was also of the same belief; he wrote, "for that she was 
married to Dr. Swift in or about the year 1716, I am thoroughly per¬ 
suaded, Furthermore, he believes that she told Dr. Sheridan, one of 
Swift's intimate friends and father of one of Swift's eighteenth-century 
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biographers, that Swift offered to acknowledge the marriage. These 
biographers took the marriage for granted; they refer to it as a fact 
which did not need discussion; they generally did not bother to identify 
their sources of information. They all believe that the marriage was 
never consummated. 
Later biographers found it necessary to promote the source of their 
information. Sheridan, son of Dr. Sheridan, felt that just mentioning^ 
that Swift and Stella were man and wife was not enough without documen- : 
tation. In reporting his marriage theory, he depended upon Mrs. Sican, 
wife of John Sican, a leading merchant in Dublin. She was among Swift's 
acquaintances, and probably had learned of the alleged marriage from Mrs. 
Whiteway, Swift's cousin and companion in his later years. Another source 
Sheridan depended on was his own father, Dr. Sheridan. Sheridan intro¬ 
duced a new version of the story of the supposed acknowledgement of the 
marriage. He says that his father told him that before her death Stella 
begged Swift to acknowledge her as his wife and that he declined to dq so. 
Scott also believes both that Swift was Stella's husband and that 
he offered to acknowledge the marriage. Like Sheridan, he names his 
sources; they are Theophilus Swift, Deane Swift's son, and a friend of 
Delany’s widow whose name he did not give. 
In the later nineteenth century Stephen discussed the marriage theory 
and wrote that it was neither proved nor disproved. Whether Swift and 
Stella were married was not of much importance to him. In his biography 
he states that "the only national explanation of the fact, if it be taken 
for a fact, must be that Swift, having resolved not to marry, gave Stella 
53 
this security that he would, at least, marry no one else."^ 
Craik addresses this question in two appendices, one concerning the 
O 
marriage the other the acknowledgement. In appendix IV, he surveys the 
earlier biographers regarding the marriage question. His conclusion is 
that since those reports of a marriage were accepted by Swift's closest 
friends, there is no reason not to believe them. In Appendix V, he pre¬ 
sents the different stories regarding the acknowledgement of the marriage: 
Craik accepts delany's version that Swift offered to acknowledge the 
marriage around the year 1722 and that Stella refused. 
In their treatment of the marriage theory, Swift's twentieth-century 
biographers differ from the earlier ones. The moderns generally respond 
to what the earlier biographers said; they agree or disagree, in either 
case using different techniques to support their position. They make 
extensive use of psychology in their arguments. However, no documents 
have been discovered which could put a convincing end to this dispute. 
Among the more important twentieth-century biographers, two believe 
in the story of the alleged marriage. In 1937, Maxell Gold published a 
book devoted to discussion of the marriage theory. He presents the argu¬ 
ments of both, those biographers who believe that a ceremony took place in 
or around 1716 and those who believe that such an event never occurred. 
He then examines those arguments both for and against the marriage. After 
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that he presents his own belief that Swift and Stella were married about 
1716 and that Swift offered before Stella's death to acknowledge the mar¬ 
riage publicly. Gold concludes by suggesting why they never lived together. 
Among his sources, Gold had available to him Orrery's collection at 
Harvard University. In the fall of 1929, he discovered one of Orrery's 
own copies of the Remarks. To this copy Orrery had added some interleaves 
in his own handwriting which included quotations from letters sent to. ♦ 
Orrery, mainly by Mrs. Whitaway, confirming that the alleged marriage had 
actually taken place. Gold then examined Swift's relationship with those 
who believed in the marriage theory and those who did not. He concluded 
that Swift's connections with the first group were closer than with the 
others; that they knew him more intimately, and that they were "definitely 
interested in preserving the truth about Swift, and ... (that to them) we 
owe much authentic biographical information."-*- Furthermore, Gold charged 
that those who argued against the marriage theory had never stated "def¬ 
initely that a marriage had not taken place, but merely that this is a 
personal judgment based on the observation that Swift and Stella were 
never alone together and never acted like married people. 
The biographers who believe that Swift and Stella were not husband 
and wife use, in most cases, two kinds of evidence: Stella signing her 
will by her maiden name and Swift's writings. Neither, in Gold's opinion 
is convincing. He argues that after keeping the secret of that marriage 
for such a long time Stella would not suddenly reveal it by using the 
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Swift name to sign the will, and reminds the reader that a few months 
before her death she rejected Swift's offer to acknowledge the marriage. 
Concerning Swift's writings, Gold believes that they do not prove or dis¬ 
prove the marriage; "we can find points in Swift's works proving the mar¬ 
riage, as well as disproving it."-*- 
Gold also believes the story that upon Swift's offer to acknowledge 
the marriage a few months before Stella's death she refused the offer, 
answering that it was "Too late." Gold believes that her real reason for 
refusing the offer was that she had 
No wish, at her death, to do anything which might dis¬ 
please Swift, and she undoubtedly realized that Swift's 
offer had been made in an effort to ease her mind, and that 
he probably did not wish the secret to be disclosed ... 
(according to Gold) it must forever redound to Stella's 
credit that she did refuse the offer, choosing rather to 
die an unacknowledged wife than cause the Dean any uneas¬ 
iness. 
Regarding the question of why Swift and Stella never lived together, 
Gold has a theory to offer. He believes that an examination of the "facts" 
leads to the conclusion that "Swift led a life of continual continence. 
This fact, combined with ... the hints given by Swift himself, in his 
letters and poems ; the disgust he expressed toward the sexual act and its 
effects; and the agreement of all Krafft-Ebing's^ symptoms must force us 
to conclude that there is considerable ground for a belief in the truth 
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of our theory."-*- The main point Gold makes is that Swift, 
O 
According to this theory of sexual anaesthesia, was 
willing to marry Stella, and it was possibly a realization 
of his failing that delayed his action till as late as 
1716. When, eventually, the ceremony was performed, his 
infirmity caused them both untold misery, and they never 
lived together because their love was not of a sexual kind. 
Certain modern psychologists lay great stress on the sub¬ 
limation of sex. It is very possible that Swift's physical 
defect may have been the reason for his amazing literary 
production.^ 
« 
Gold thus believes that the marriage was just a formality and was 
never consummated.^ 
In his own biography, John Middleton Murry agrees with Gold that a 
marriage ceremony took place around the year 1716 and that the marriage 
was never consummated. However, he has other reasons than those of Gold. 
He believes the marriage story "not because of the unaminity of the com¬ 
petent witnesses, but equally because the marriage seems necessary to 
account for the subsequent catastrophe in the relations of Swift and 
Vanessa. 
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Murry believes also that a few months before Stella's death. Swift 
offered to acknowledge the marriage publicly. He must have known that the 
publication (making public, not the modern sense of the word) of "Cadenus 
and Vanessa" must have been painful to Stella. "His sudden "earnest 
desire" that she should let herself be acknowledged as his wife may well 
have sprung from a desperate effort to forestall the disclosure which he 
feared if Vanessa should die; and it may have been ringed with an afféct- 
ing sense of the blessedness of domesticity."3 
Gold and Murry, then, are the two main twentieth-century Swift 
biographers who believe that Swift and Stella were husband and wife. 
Most of the writers of Swift's life-story in the twentieth century refer¬ 
red to in this thesis do not share this belief. The reasons for their 
rejection of the marriage theory will be examined in the following pages. 
To prove that Swift and Stella were never married, Sophie Smith uses 
the psychological approach. Despite her admission that at the time of 
her study "we have barely learnt the alphabet of psychology,"3 she declares, 
nevertheless, that "some men have in them moral and mental characteristics 
to which they find no response in the character of their male friends. 
Some women have such characteristics to which they find no response in 
their women friends. Nor is this true merely of the mannish woman or the 
effeminate man,"3 Smith argues that Swift and Stella were probably o( 
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this kind; both of them found the characteristics they were looking for 
in the opposite sex. Thus, it may be argued that their relationship was 
of pure friendship. Smith prefers to not deal directly with the question 
of whether Swift and Stella were married, because eigher way that "has 
no real bearing on the ethics of the case."^ She believes that discussing 
this question is "an impertinence of the worst type, and I do not propose 
to offer an opinion as to whether Swift and Stella were married, or re-^ 
mained true to those ideas of pure friendship which can exist between a - 
man and a woman without any question of marriage or the love which makes 
such a demand.On the basis of this understanding, she ridicules those 
who suggest that Stella and Swift were Sir William Temple's bastards and 
then uses this hypothesis to stand against the possibility of a marriage 
■a 
between them. 
According to Van Doren, Swift and Stella were extraordinary, dif¬ 
ferent from other people. The problem, as he views it, is that people 
try to apply the ordinary standards to judge their relationship, and to 
make it fit the familiar, ordinary pattern. Therefore, they think of 
Swift and Stella as husband and wife. Van Doren rejects the arguments 
supporting the marriage theory, "some of which have been twisted to coil¬ 
ing lengths, (but they) are still the hypotheses of gossip, one as good 
as another. Not one of them is as simple and sufficient as the conclusion 
Ï 
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that Swift, whom gossips could more easily think inadequate, dissolute, or 
secretive, was only, in marriage as in other matters, extraordinary. 
Although his book is not mainly a biography, but a study of Swift's 
art and mind, Ricardo Quintana does give a valuable biographical account 
here and there. Quintana declares in less than one paragraph his position 
concerning this issue. He believes that Swift and Stella were never mar¬ 
ried. He is totally convinced that "despite all that has been brought.^ 
forward in proof of the marriage, it is significant that no one has ever 
suggested a really plausible motive for it. Both Swift and Stella lived 
with superb pride by the code of rational conduct. If they broke this 
code to participate in a secret ceremony that had no significance, the 
explanation must be sought not in the realm of reason but of nonsense. 
Although he believes that Swift and Stella did not marry, Bertram 
Newman tries to find a reason behind the widespread rumors of a marriage. 
He believes that around the year 1716 something decisive happened between 
Swift and Stella. He thinks that perhaps "Swift gave Stella some sort 
O 
of promise; and that Biship Ashe played a part in the affair." The rumors 
might have originated when, before his death, Bishop Ashe said something 
to Berkeley; many years later, Berkeley's widow might "have told her 
nephew for a fact that Swift and Stella were secretly married."4 Still it 
1 
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remains possible that Stella herself "should have said something to some¬ 
body which implied that she could have had Swift for her husband if she 
had wanted to."^ All these possibilities were in Newman's mind as he 
dealt with the question of the alleged marriage and how the rumors might 
have originated. Furthermore, Newman finds it impossible to believe that 
"an Irish eighteenth-century bishop—to say nothing of so strict a church¬ 
man as Swift—could have lent himself to the performance of a ceremony, of 
which the conditions were that it should be kept the closest of secrets, 
that the parties should live in separate houses, and that the woman should 
retain her maiden name."^ 
Newman turns also to Swift's writings to argue against the marriage 
theory. Swift wrote, "those who have been married may form juster ideas 
of that state than I can pretend to."^ At the time of Stella's last ill¬ 
ness, Swift wrote to Sheridan a letter in which, Newman argues, we do not 
find any suggestion of that kind. Furthermore, Swift's birthday poems 
addressed to Stella do not suggest anything about a marriage relationship 
between them. These poems "indeed, seem deliberately to imply the oppo¬ 
site."^ Like Smith, Newman believes that "it made not the least difference 
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continued to lead the same kind of life after the supposed union as before. 
Bernard Acworth is deeply convinced that the only relationship between 
Swift and Stella could not be but that of friendship: He prefers "the 
straightforward written words of the parties concerned, to gossip."-*- Con¬ 
sequently, he refuses the claims that Swift and Stella were bastards, or 
of their having any blood tie; instead, he believes that they remained 
"friends in the highest sense of the term from the beginning to the*end of * 
their lives; and that the alleged secret marriage, for which no reason has 
ever been adduced, never took place."^ However, he admits that the 
absence of any record in the Dublin Registry of such a marriage is not an 
absolute proof that it never took place. He observes, though, that the 
story of the alleged marriage found popularity especially among Swift's 
enemies, by whom it has been used "as a weapon for vilifying him as the 
deceiver, if not seducer, of Vanessa, or as proof that this virile man was 
physically incapable of real marriage, or as a basis of any other unsavoury 
slander anyone likes to invent."0 
Evelyn Hardy thinks that since the rumor of the alleged marriage 
"rests on the words of two church dignitaries, it deserves consideration, 
if not belief."^ In Hardy's opinion, the fact that so much has been 
written and said about the alleged marriage makes it harder to sift facts, 
- 
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from fancy. The gossip, she believes, originated because people were 
ignorant of abnormality. As Van Doren believed before her, she thinks 
that people attempt to account for Swift's activities by normal standards 
and tend, therefore, to think of Swift and Stella's relationship as that 
of married people. 
To prove the impossibility of such a marriage, Hardy turns to Swift's 
writings and digs for evidence. She finds that "the great mass of evidence 
in Swift's work, even if one were to attempt to ignore the records of his 
life, furnishes (for me) ample proof that he was not married to Stella, 
Vanessa, or any other woman.(parentheses hers) Countless passages in 
Swift's verse and prose "show his deep aversion to physical intimacy, his 
dread of marriage vows which he envisaged as the shackling ties of a state, 
a distasteful, wrangling conjunction, and his determination never to let 
O 
friendship spill into love." Hence, from a psychological standpoint, she 
clearly finds that Swift "despised weakness, and the man who gave way to 
O 
passion was for him the feeblest of all."J Thus, we can hardly imagine 
Swift doing what he despised. If Swift's "terrible fear of impending 
madness"^ is added, then the argument against a marriage is even stronger. 
Another argument Hardy offers against the alleged marriage theory is 
partly physical, partly psychological. She blames: 
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The diminution of his potency through long suppression. 
Whether the body through lack of virility failed to stim¬ 
ulate the imagination sufficiently to overcome his scruples, 
or whether the mind with its network of fear, evasions and 
weaknesses prevented the body from springing into action, 
does not matter. We are marvellously and delicately made, 
body and mind interwining react subtly and invisibly, and in 
Swift’s case, they worked disastrously against one another.^ 
She then concludes : 
If the ceremony of his and Stella's marriage was ever 
performed it 'was nothing but a ceremony,' the husk of an 
ear which had never ripened, a mere event lacking psycho¬ 
logical or spiritual significance. There was no change of 
heart or mind, no inner conversion, no flooding in of new 
light to enrich the cramped, impoverished character. For 
Swift with his warped mind knew nothing of growing souls 
like Donne's lovers, who 'watch not on another out of fear' 
and delight in expansion. He did not, and could not, by 
reason of the early accidents of life, give himself freely 
and wholly to any woman.^ 
Another one of the twentieth-century biographers who took a psycho¬ 
logical approach to understanding the nature of the relationship between 
Swift and Stella is Irvin Ehrenpreis. He believes strongly that Swift 
did not marry Stella and that she remained his "dearest, most intimate 
companion,"3 He also believes that Swift, in all his relations with, 
women, tried to play a parental role which "gaye him a double pleasure: 
First, he could provide his beloved with, the guidance valued intensely; 
secondly, he could make up to himself for the inadequacy of his childhood, 
since the women he chose had needs much like his own, so that (without 
realizing it) he might imagine that he was reacting back into the 1670's 
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and in an odd but vivid way treat the other person as deputy for his 
younger self."-*- That is probably the case, as Ehrenpreis views it, with 
all women except Stella; she gave him more, something he was really mis¬ 
sing. She herself played sometimes the role of parent, and allowed him 
to play the same role. "She ultimately made him almost as good a parent 
as he made her ... Stella must have known when she could, without risk, 
expose him to her anger; and he must have recognized the justice of hetx 
feeling each time. Here was another evidence of the motherly instinct in 
Stella which hardly showed at all in Vanessa, who never babied Swift. 
Thus, each one of them found companionship and satisfaction in the other 
within the framework of friendship, which puts the theory of the alleged 
marriage, in Ehrenpreis's opinion, out of the question. 
However, the most unusual theory attempting to prove the impossibility 
of marriage came in 1959, when Denis Johnston published his biography of 
Jonathan Swift, in which he tries to interpret events and use available 
documents to prove that Swift was Stella's uncle. First, he attempts to 
prove that Swift was a natural son of Sir John Temple, Sir William Temple's 
father, i.e., that Swift was a half-brother of Sir William Temple; secondly, 
that Stella was Sir William Temple's daughter. 
When he was searching the Black Book of the King's Inn, Johnston 
noticed that Sir John Temple, the Master of the Rolls for Ireland, had 
repeatedly signed the pages and particularly "the very minutes that record 
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Jonathan Swift the elder's appointment as steward."-*- This is the first 
piece of evidence Johnston uses to develop his theory. Then he sets about 
to examine the relationship between Abigal Erick, Swift's mother, and Sir 
John Temple. Johnston could not say with certainty when or how she came 
to Dublin; however, he notices that "Sir John Temple—a man still at the 
robust age of fifty-three, with no wife to give him comfort—should acquire 
♦ 
a sprightly and intelligent young woman in her middle twenties to perform 
those services. And if so, it is not at all unlikely that he would find 
such a person at or near his friend and patron's home of Leicester—a place 
that he frequently have visited at precisely this period of his life."^ 
Abigal was living at Leicester, so it is possible that Sir John Temple met 
her there. 
The third piece of evidence Johnston uses is the fact that Swift was 
directed by his mother to Sir William Temple, who, according to Johnston's 
theory, was Swift's half-brother. Johnston finds it very hard to believe 
that she might direct her son to someone she had not known before. It is 
"difficult to see when she could possibly have met Sir William, if not 
during his residence with his father in Ireland prior to 1664.Johnston 
finds this evidence enough to permit him to assume that Abigal was Sir 
John Temple's mistress. As a gentleman, Sir John found himself obliged to 
provide his mistress with a husband and a name. Thus,.she was married to 
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the elder Jonathan Swift; the marriage was performed in private by a 
special licence, and the bridegroom was soon given a job at the King's Inn. 
The result of this marriage, according to Johnston, was Jane, Swift's 
sister. 
Jonathan the elder died early, probably in the last days of 1666. 
Abigal returned then to her older protector, Sir John Temple. Swift, the 
famous Dean, was born in November, 1667. The date of Swift's birth, John¬ 
ston continues, leaves the gate wide open for speculation. There elapsed 
more than nine months between the "father's" death and the "son's" birth. 
Who was the real father then? Much evidence, beside what has already been 
mentioned, may be used to prove that it was not the elder Jonathan: John¬ 
ston could not believe Swift's story about his being kidnapped by his 
nurse. He finds it easier to believe that "the child was shipped abroad 
until its mother was safely resettled in her old house in Leicester. 
Another thing which really counts in Johnston's view is the Temples' con¬ 
cern about their offspring, whether legitimate or not; thus, they brought 
the boy back after a year or two. To silence any tongue, the service of 
Uncle Godwin was invoked; the child grew up under his eyes."^ Sir John 
Temple, according to this theory, was the real financial supporter of 
Swift's education. Another reason which makes Johnston suspicious is that 
Sir John Temple's will had never been published and was finally destroyed 
in the Record Office. This incident leads him to believe that unless the 
will contained something the Temples did not want to disclose it would not 
- 




have been destroyed.^ 
After finding enough reasons to speculate that Swift was John Temple'i 
son, Johnston looks at Stella's case. First of all, he examines closely 
Sir William Temple's life, especially the years preceding Stella’s birth. 
In and after the year 1674, Sir William Temple was living in a period of 
despair: Diana, his daughter, died at the age of fourteen, the sixth of 
his children to be lost. He was then fifty years old and his wife, be'ing 
fifty-one, had passed the age of child-bearing. Two years before, his 
father had died; his public life also ended at about that time. There¬ 
fore, "it would not be surprising to find him turning for some consolation 
to a woman of neighbouring Richmond.That woman was Bridget, Stella's 
mother. She was pregnant in June, 1680. No records have been found of 
her marriage to Edward Johnson, which leaves speculation that the marriage 
was performed in private after the pregnancy was discovered. In other 
words, Sir William Temple did for his mistress what his father had done 
before for his, providing her a husband and thus a "father" for her 
illegitimate child. After Bridget gave birth to a girl (Stella), she was 
pregnant twice "in the course of her lawful marriage."^ Johnson died 
seven years later. Meanwhile, Sir William'.s last legitimate child com¬ 
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leave his last surviving child in the lurch, Bridget came back to Moor 
Park as a companion to Sir William's sister. Stella grew up, then, under 
the eyes of her father, who was careful to provide her with the best edu¬ 
cation a woman could have. Johnston's conclusion, thus, is that Jonathan 
Swift was Stella's uncle, which leaves no room to suspect that he was mar¬ 
ried to her. 
In a recent study, A. L. Rowse finds no evidence which leads him*to 
believe that a marriage ceremony took place for certain; the discussion : 
is only a theoretical one; consequently, "no amount of discussion will 
solve the mystery for us."'*' Even if such a ceremony took place, "it was 
O 
a mere formality" and would not affect our understanding of Swift's lit¬ 
erature. Concerning the stories of Swift's offer to acknowledge the mar¬ 
riage or Stella's appeal for him to acknowledge it, Rowse thinks that they 
are uncertain and depend on the assumption that there was a ceremony. 
Such stories remain "the least improbable"-3 of all the stories of Stella's 
last days. 
As had been shown, Swift's twentieth-century biographers have con¬ 
flicting opinions regarding the question of a marriage between Swift and 
Stella. While most of the earlier biographers do believe that Swift and 
Stella were husband and wife, most of those of the present century do not 
share that belief. The modern biographers offer many reasons for their 
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rejection of the idea: some employ psychology, analyzing Swift's charac¬ 
ter and writings on this basis; others use what they consider evidence 
from Swift's writing as an argument against the marriage theory; another 
author used the testimony of some of Swift's closest acquaintances to 
prove that no marriage had ever tied Swift to Stella; another went to the 
furthest extreme to prove the impossibility of a marriage by arguing that 
Swift was Stella's uncle. What brings all of Swift's biographers togéther 
in this issue is the belief that the marriage, if ever there had been one, 
was never consummated and was a mere formality. 
Throughout the discussion of the question of Swift's marriage to 
Stella, we have seen that the dispute among the modern biographers remains 
more or less within the realm of speculation. No document has been dis¬ 
covered yet to prove that a marriage was performed, but no convincing 
evidence has been offered to prove that a marriage was not performed. 
By now, it is clear that the treatments of Swift's relations with 
Vanessa and Stella in the twentieth-century biographies reflect the 
various backgrounds, interests, and scholarly approaches of the individual 
biographers. They generally use the same material but they came with 
different understandings and interpretations of the information available 
and therefore of these relations themselves. It has been pointed out 
already that their opinions are more or less responses to the earlier 
biographers statements, but sometimes illuminated and supported by the 
achievements of modern scientific and technical knowledge. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE LAST YEARS OF SWIFT'S LIFE IN THE MODERN BIOGRAPHIES 
Another issue of dispute among Swift's biographers concerns the last 
seven years of his life, during which his health obviously declined. Bio¬ 
graphers, both the earlier and the modern ones, have given various accounts 
of these years, different diagnoses of Swift's illnesses and a variety-of 
opinions on whether any early indications of his later "mental" problems 
could be found in his early writings. In this chapter I will discuss first 
Swift's own views regarding his malady as gleaned from his correspondence 
and then how his twentieth-century biographers account for his last years. 
Finally, I will discuss those biographers' opinions about whether Swift's 
early writings provide any indication of his later mental condition. To 
set this aspect of Swift's life in a more scientific and factual context, 
I will discuss in an appendix to this thesis the diagnoses of Swift's 
disease offered by modern scholars and physicians which have been published 
in various periodicals. 
A letter to Dr. King, the Archbishop of Dublin, dated January 6, 1709, 
contains what is apparently the first recorded complaint Swift made about 
his physical problems. He apologized for his delay in answering King's 
letter, stating, "I should have acknowledged your Grace's letter, if I 
had not been since persecuted with a cruel distemper, a Giddiness in my 
head, that would not suffer me to write or think of anything; and of which 
I am now slowly recovering."^- In another letter, to Mrs. Howard on 
~*~The Correspondence of^ Jonathan Swift, ed. Harold Williams, 5 vols 
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1963-65), 1:116. All subsequent references 
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August 14, 1727,"*" Swift complained that "I am ten times deafer than ever 
you were in your life, and instead of a few pain(s) in the face, I have 
good substantial giddiness and head-ake. Five days later, he wrote 
again to Mrs. Howard, offering a diagnosis and history of his malady: 
I got my giddiness by eating a hundred golden pippins 
at a time, at Richmond, and when you were four years and a 
quarter old bating two days, having made a fine seat about 
twenty miles further in Surrey where I used to read and 
sleep. There I got my deafness, and these two friends have 
visited me, one or other, every year since, and being old 
acquaintance have now thought fit to come together.^ 
Swift's letters to his friends are full of references to his physical con¬ 
ditions, ailments and symptoms.^ 
Those two friends, giddiness and deafness, as he referred to them, 
kept paying unwelcome visits to him throughout his life until they overcame 
his physical and mental capacities; finally, he surrendered to them. In 
a letter he wrote to Mrs. Whiteway on July 26, 1740, probably the last one 
he wrote, he says: 
I have been very miserable all night, and today extremely 
deaf and full of pain. I am so stupid and confounded, that I 
are to this edition and will be cited as Correspondence, with volume and 
page numbers only. 
1 
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can not express the mortification I am under both in body 
and mind. All I can say is, that I am not in torture; but 
I daily and hourly expect it. Pray let me know how your 
health is, and your family. I hardly understand one word 
I write. I am sure my days will be very few; few and 
miserable they must be. I am, for those few days, yours 
intirely. J. Swift 
If I do not blunder, it is Saturday, July 26, 1740. 
These symptoms, giddiness, headache, partial deafness, caused Swift 
to be afraid of what might happen to him in later years-.. He "always had 
y 
only the gloomy anticipations""^ of old age. Swift kept those fears -un- 
spoken however, until one day which Newman dates as in 1717 or 1718 when 
he confessed them to Edward Young, the poet of the famous "Night Thoughts." 
Newman quotes Young as writing: 
I remember as I and others were taking with him (Swift) 
an evening's walk about a mile out of Dublin, he stopped 
short. We passed on, without perceiving that he had not 
followed us; I went back and found him fixed as a statue, 
and earnestly gazing upwards at a noble elm, which in its 
uppermost branches was much withered and decayed. Point¬ 
ing it out, he said, "I shall be like that tree; I shall 
die at the top."^ 
In this regard, Hardy thinks that Swift's attitude toward age and his 
illnesses probably was more harmful to him than the condition themselyes. 
"The fear it aroused in him was out of all proportion to its seriousness. 
At the back of his mind the remembrance of his Uncle Godwin in his closing 
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have lain."-*" This image haunted him throughout his life and appeared in 
some of his writings. He used it allegorically in the "Ode to the Athenian 
Society," when he wrote of completely different matters: "For when the 
O 
animating Mind is fled, The Body, tho' Gigantick, layes all cold and Dead." 
Swift's early biographers found his malady and last years of certain 
interest. Orrery says that, after suffering from giddiness and the other 
cymptoms which Swift referred to in the above-cited letters, the Dean Vent, 
at the suggestion of his physicians, to Ireland "to try the effects of his 
native air'.'^ upon his health. However, he did not recover there completely. 
Orrery indicates that in 1730 Swift was "seized with a violent fit of 
giddiness."^ In the same year "the total deprivation of his senses came 
upon him by degrees,his memory grew worse, and he began to be violent 
and ungovernable. By the age of forty-one, his memory was "so decayed, 
and his reason so depraved.Toward the end, he became a speechless 
idiot," and finally died peacefully "without the least pang or convulsion,"^ 
_ 
Hardy, The Conjured Spirit, p. 41. 
2 
Jonathan Swift, The Poems of Jonathan Swift, ed. Sir Harold Williams, 
vol. 1, 2nd ed (Oxford: The Clarenton Press, 1958), pp. 14-25, 
3 
Orrery, Remarks, p. 19. 
4 




Ibid., p, 264. 
7 
Ibid., p. 265. 
74 
Orrery also reports some of the incidents that took place during Swift's 
last years, such as, for example, the swelling of his left eye in 1742 to 
become as large as an egg, during which time five persons could not hold 
him from tearing it out.1 Although Delany does not add much to Orrery's 
account of this aspect of Swift's life, he did include some incidents that 
are not in Orrery's Remarks, For example., Delany says that when Swift's, 
brain was opened after1his deaths it "was found remarkably loaded with. 
water,Other biographers, including Deane Swift, Sheridan, Scott and • 
Stephen, do not add much, valuable information; they more or less reported 
the basic data supplied by Orrery and Delany. 
Craik was the first to devote an appendix to the discussion of Swift's 
malady. He believes that "Swift’s, disease was not a case çf gradually 
developing insanity ,., but a case of specific malady, which ultimately 
produced a definite injury to the hrain, but which up to that point in 
no way obliterated his reason,"1 Craik supports his conclusion with the 
opinion of Sir William Wilde, the author of the Closing Years of Dean 
Swift, and those of Dr. Bucknill, a nineteenth-century physician. Dr. 
Wilde believes that Swift suffered from epiteptic vertigo, which "was 
accompanied by paralysis, under which the brain sank into lethargy rather 
than insanity."^ Meanwhile, Dr. Bucknill believes that "the two maladies 
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of giddiness and deafness from which Swift suffered, sometimes separately 
and sometimes conjointly ... really had their common origin in a disease 
in the region of the ear, to which the name Labyrinthine Vertigo has been 
given."1 
The interest in this aspect of Swift's life continued in the twentieth 
century. Twentieth-century biographers benefitted from the advances of 
medicine and psychology in treating this aspect of Swift's life. Generally, 
they present the accounts given by Swift's earlier biographers and follow 
with their own interpretation of the health-related events which were 
reported. Smith thinks that during his last years Swift never "made a 
foolish remark. His utterances were morbid, gloomy, sullen, but always 
connected, and containing direct bearing on the subject."^ 
Van Doren finds similarities between Swift in his last years and 
O 
Shakespeare's King Lear. Swift was as old and desolate as Lear was. 
Moreover, Van Doren divides the last five years of the Dean's life into 
"two years of torture and three of a dreadful peace.He thinks that 
when Swift could rest from the "insensate drums" that sounded in his head, 
when pain left him, his reason was clear and his understanding came back. 
However, "his memory was dull and thick. He could not remember the words 
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not even tell what was hurting him. He could not bear to see the few 
friends that remained. They might pity him. His old habits drove him 
to a furious activity, wearing out his strength. He was all agony and 
all rebellion.From Van Doren's viewpoint, "nothing less than a cata¬ 
clysm could subdue that burning mind. A cataclysm or a stroke of parai- 
ysis." In fact, paralysis is exactly what brought Swift relief from 
apathy. Finally, the old, sick Dean "had submitted. It took him threé 
O 
years to die, but he lived without rebellion." Overall, Van Doren gives 
an unpleasant picture of Swift in his last days; for example, he writes 
that "once he was found threatening his reflection in a mirror, (indicating 
that) his misanthropy had given up the last exception. He hated himself."^ 
But Van Doren forgets that, though Swift might have hated the human race, 
he had never said that he hated individuals. 
Newman is less severe than Van Doren in his account of Swift's last 
years. Newman says that Swift's "memory went first. It had been gradually 
weakening for years; by 1741 he could remember hardly anything. The time 
came when, of the prayers which he was in the habit of saying everynight, 
he could remember only the Lord's prayer, and, finally not even that.""’ 
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It is a picture of a helpless Dean that Newman presents of Swift in his 
last years. After 1734, according to Newman, Swift "foresaw his end, we 
are told, 'as clearly as a coming shower'; he was often 'heard to offer 
up his prayers to Almighty God to take away the evil to come'; he would 
call upon his friends 'to have a watchful care of him during his in¬ 
firmity. 
Acworth reports that the last of Swift's words that had been recorded 
were "I am a fool," which is "a strange confession from one against whom 
the charge of folly was never brought by any other soul." In spite of 
that, Acworth thinks that Swift's "very 'madness' was not like that of 
other men. It is recorded by those who were about him that he never 
babbled incoherently, or said a foolish thing, in his last extremity. 
On the other hand, Hardy thinks that Swift in his last years met the 
most terrible of all fates, "to go mad and to know that he was going mad.'"^ 
Furthermore, she believes that Swift during that period of his life came 
to resemble: 
... his own creations, the Struldbrugs. His memory was 
gone, and his reason: paroxysms of rage sometimes shook him 
like the storms breaking oyer Lear, or over some old defiant 
royal oak which will not crack though nothing but the shell 
remains. So great were the strengths which bound him, so 
long, so hard, so painful the disintegration, that thinking 
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of him at the end is, as Thackeray says, "like thinking of an 
empire falling. 
In examining the last seven years of Swift's life, Murry uses evi¬ 
dence such as Swift's "reluctance to submit the Ms. of The Four Last Years 
to Oxford's son or to Lewis and his apparent inability to understand their 
concern; the lapse of memory by which he believed that, on his installation 
as Dean in 1713, he had stayed in Ireland only a fortnight instead of the 
three months in reality" to conclude that "by the end of 1738, and per¬ 
haps at the beginning, Swift was not fully responsible for his own actions.""* 
Murry considers what he calls Swift's "fierce and fanatical" exercise as an 
"effort to ward off the approaching disaster, but it exhausted him so much 
that his brain, even when relatively free from giddiness, could not func¬ 
tion properly."1^ 
Swift's conditioni according to Murry, grew worse. In the years 1740- 
42, Swift's "general condition was now pitiable: he was contending with 
an almost entire loss of memory, almost impenetrable deafness, and extreme 
exhaustion."But that is not all; for three more years, Swift lingered 
in this condition of apathy. "The desire for exercise had abandoned him 
with the rest of his rational purposes. His emaciated body filled out 
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again, the hard lines of his face were softened, his hair grew soft and 
white."1 
Another one of Swift's biographers, Johnston, thinks that during those 
last years, Swift was an agonized eccentric and as "he slipped further into 
his seventies, he grew more and more irritable, more unreasonably violent 
in his reactions to events around him."^ Then Johnston claims that Swift 
lost his memory and reached a state in which he was not capable of looking 
after his affairs and, "from about 1742, lapsed into a state resembling : 
idiocy. 
The most recent of Swift's biographers, Rowse, thinks that Swift's 
"vitality was such that he survived another three years,(1742-5), walking, 
for ever walking, ten hours a day up and down the stairs and rooms of the 
great house, his mind gone: CHowever,) there were some broken gleams of 
self-recognition."^ 
This is how Swift's twentieth-century biographers portrayed him in 
his last years. Those same biographers have a whole range of opinions 
about the cause(s) of and the nature of his malady. Smith thinks that 
Swift never become insane, even during the last three years. Instead, 
"He had all his life suffered from a painful disease, labyrinthine vertigo, 
and it has now been fully established on medical authority that the aphasia 
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from which he suffered in those last years was caused purely by senile 
decay.On the other hand, Van Doren thinks that in Swift's case "blood 
speeded through the membranes which sly fate had made too thin, into the 
labyrinth of his ear. A drop there was enough to overpower him with the 
din of water-milk, with the thunder of oceans." But Swift's torment, 
from Van Doren's point of view, reached its "horrible peak" when "a sudden 
tumor forced his left eye almost out of its socket," which was "beyond 
y 
what even he had imagined in his ruthless account of the Struldbrugs. 
Rossi and Hone emphasize that "loss of memory is not loss of mental 
balance."^ They also refuse the claims that Swift was always "preoccupied 
with a premonition of raving insanity."'* It is noticeable that many bio¬ 
graphers and critics of Swift based their diagnoses of his insanity on 
the evidence of the rages of his old age. Nevertheless, Rossi and Hone 
reminded those writers that Swift had never been a "sweet-tempered man"; 
"we have the reminiscences of his friends and his own epitaph to bear 
witness to the ferocity of his temper."** Besides, there is "practically 
no hint of real madness in the findings of the commission, nor yet in 
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those of the post mortem and the final examination of the skull, which 
revealed no definite signs of pathological abnormality. 
Consequently, Rossi and Hone refuse to believe that Swift was insane. 
What they think happened was 
... an increasing debility of memory which, aggravated 
by his deafness, gradually destroyed his faculty of speech. 
The probabilities of his case have already been sufficient¬ 
ly defined by Bucknill, (a nineteenth-century physician who 
studied Swift's case, and) who speaks of dementia with 
aphasia. But dementia here is to be understood as a form 
of idiocy, and not as madness; it does not imply an actual, 
lasting, complete, steady obliteration of all the mental 
faculties. It was not an actual aphasia, because Swift still 
spoke in a sometimes comprehensible way. It was a genuine 
case of pure loss of memory, resulting in a full senile 
movement towards complete imbecility. These who have spoken 
of madness have been led astray either by interested evidence, 
or by insufficient medical knowledge. And we have even a 
precise indication of the truth in the letters of two men who 
were really acquainted with his conditions: thus Orrery, 
writing to Deane Swift in 1742, only speaks of the "effects 
of his loss of memory."^ 
Rossi and Hone insist on more than one occasion in their book that 
Swift's decay "did not involve impairment or deviation of the higher 
faculties, but only made their expression impossible, and so led to their 
gradual obliteration.Their conclusion was that Swift's malady was 
"aphasia, but not organix. He could not recall the way to produce the 
sounds of words, he had lost the mechanical memory of words. 
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Newman thinks that studying the frequent references and descriptions 
of the symptoms which could be found in Swift's writings "would point 
clearly to one conclusion, viz, that for most of his life ha was a yictim 
of 'Meniere's Disease.'"1 This conclusion is based on Dr. Bucknill's 
O 
diagnosis of Swift's case which was published in 1882 and concludes that 
it is self-evident that Swift "suffered nearly all his life from 'Meniere's 
♦ 
Disease' syndrome, or 'symptom-complex,' and that it was caused by a slowly 
progressive disease of the arteries, which later drained the fountain of 
his mental faculties and ultimately involved those vital factors on which, 
his very existence depended. 
Acworth neither offers a diagnosis of Swift's case nor confirms any 
of the available ones. He only remarks that the exact nature of Swift's 
disease "remains as obscure as was that of Paul, though both, curiously 
enough are said to have been ophthalmic."^ 
 T 
Ibid., p. 423. 
2 
Dr. Bucknill thinks that Swift's malady was caused by a slow and 
'progressive hardening and constriction of the arterial blood-vessels' 
that usually brings about a high blood-pressure which may explain the 
frequent head-aches Swift experienced. In such a case of Meniere's syn¬ 
drome, deafness could be either complete or partial. Hence, in the case 
of patients who have a good hearing in one ear and a moderate amount in 
the involved, "it is not unusual for patients to ascribe the giddiness 
to the 'bilious attack' which immediately preceded, or accompanied, the 
vertigo." That is why Swift did not stress deafness on his earlier re¬ 
corders. The first strong complaint came in the letter written to Mrs. 
Howard in 1727. See Newman, Jonathan Swift, pp. 423-28 and Smith, Swift, 
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Discussing Swift's malady, Hardy says that what Swift suffered from 
has been accurately diagnosed as labyrinthine vertigo, which is "a malady 
of the inner ear connected with the stomach."^ However, due to the 
ignorance of the physicians at that time and to their inability to offer 
the right diagnosis, Swift was convinced that: 
... he had been singled out to suffer from some unique 
disability beyond understanding or cure, to which ultimately 
he must succumb. That intermittent seizures, which attacked 
him without warning and for no apparent reason, gave him the 
feeling of being unsafe with himself, and emphasized the 
tenuity of his connections with his fellow-beings. His life 
of those times became a kind of living death, life was sus¬ 
pended and resurrection prayed for. The physical malady sym¬ 
bolized for him what he already suspected, that life was 
dangerous and treacherous, an incomprehensible burden he was 
unfitted to carry.^ 
Nevertheless, Hardy adds that "medical"opinion now holds that "he was not 
insane in the modern meaning of the word. His mental state was in no way 
the result of progressive mental disease, but of senility, and a lesion 
of the brain, 'weakened by senile decay. 
Hurry admits that Swift's case is obscure; however, the condition 
may be due—among other possible causes—to 'gastro-intestial disturbances 
in people whose auditory and vestibular apparatus is specially sensitive.'"^ 
Thus, M urry helieves that it is possible that Swift's idea of the origin 
of his disease is not "altogether illusory." On the other hand, "it may 
1 
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equally well be that the condition of the stomach was an effect and not 
a cause of the disturbance of the labyrinth."1 Furthermore, the lesion 
of the labyrinth in Swift's case was 
Evidently progressive, though the effects were inter¬ 
mittent. At their worst they are described by Porter as 'un¬ 
bearable tinnitus or intense giddiness, which so prostrates 
the patient that he is unable to work, and may even contem¬ 
plate suicide.' But there appears to be no medical justifi¬ 
cation for the theory that the disease of the labyrinth had 
some casual connection with Swift's final partial paralysis 
of the brain, which culminated in virtual idiocy. That 
appears to have been the ordinary cerebral thrombosis of 
senility. But, subjectively, Swift's condition must fre¬ 
quently have been one which made him fear eventual madness: 
and it must have undermined all sense of security in life.2 
Johnston believes that the recurrent fits of giddiness and nausea 
which Swift suffered and which were "popularly supposed to have been 
symptoms of his growing insanity"-3 are from a clinical point of view "more 
usually associated with seasickness than with any mental disorder."^ 
Although many diagnoses of Swift's malady were based on the death mask, as 
Johnston says, which can be seen now at Trinity College, Dublin, he con¬ 
cludes after intensive research that it is not a genuine cast; there is 
another death mask which Johnston considers to be the genuine one. There¬ 
fore, "the tradition of the Dean's madness—his supposed maniacal expres¬ 
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are largely based on a secondary death mask, "the eyes of which are false, 
the back of the head an invention, and the tragic contortions of the 
mouth due to the removal of a set of false teeth."'*' 
Rowse agrees with the diagnosis that Swift's illness was Meniere's 
2 
disease. After mentioning the cause to which Swift attributed his 
disease, Rowse adds that the malady was in fact "an incurable disturbance 
of the inner ear, which came on at intervals, he could never tell when-, 
it gave him attacks of giddiness, vertigo, and nausea." Nevertheless, 
"at times, it made him very deaf, at others querulous; often he could not 
go out or about his business. In the end, it must have brought about the 
total deafness and undermining of his faculties in his last years. Con¬ 
sidering what he had to put up with, it is amazing what he did."^ 
Some of the twentieth, century biographers find early indicatiqns of 
Swift's malady in some of his early writings. Such judgments, are based 
mainly on Gulliver's Travels and poems such, as "The Lady's Dressing Room," 
"A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed," "Strephon and Chloe," and "Cas- 
sinus and Peter." Van Doren, for example, thinks that these, poems are 
"the clearest proof that he was the yictim of a pathological fastid¬ 
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have thought of and forgotten, sickened Swift.Furthermore, these poems, 
as Van Doren sees them, "mark one of the most terrible episodes in Swift's 
O 
life." He draws a unattractive picture of the Dean "sitting deaf in his 
silent house, past sixty, remembering the women he had loved, the women 
he had loved most,"^ trying to convince himself that what he had done was 
the right thing to do, writing these poems, and putting "his nauseous 
images into brutal words.  
To some extent Hardy shares this view with Van Doren. She considers 
the descriptions in poems such as "A Beautiful Nymph," or "Strephon and 
Chloe," in addition to certain passages of Gulliver^ as "symptoms of a 
diseased mind; these passages record Swift's aching disenchantment with 
love and woman's body, which he thus dishonours."^ 
Murry agrees with yan Doren and Hardy. He thinks that Swift's 
writings between 1729-1732, which include the above mentioned poems, are 
utterly inhuman,"7 and giye us the feeling that Swift is positively 
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obsessed by human excretion."^- He adds that in the verses Swift wrote 
between 1730-1732, after Stella's death, we find that "his loathing reaches 
O 
a condition of paroxysm." But "the symbol that insists on entering the 
reader's mind to describe him is his own picture of the Yahoos squatting 
in the trees discharging their excrement on Gulliver beneath."-* Murry 
concludes by quoting a letter written by Chancellor Yorke in 1742 which 
states that Swift's "madness appears chiefly in most incessant strains*qf 
obscenity and swearing-habits to which the more sober parts of his life ' 
were not absolutely strangers."^ 
Van Doren, Hardy- and Murry are among Swift's modern biographers who 
see early indications of Swift's malady in his early literature; however, 
some ofher modern biographers do not see anything of this kind, Newman, 
for example, does not find these poems as symptoms of Swift's later mental 
condition. He points out that after Stella's death Swift used to çhow to 
the circle of his friends "anything he happened to write, no matter what, 
Entertaining as he did the conviction that even his most startling 'poems' 
had an edifying tendency, and having reached a state of sublime indif¬ 
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As they give various descriptions of Swift's last years, his bio¬ 
graphers who belong to this century offer a wide range of opinions about 
his malady. It can be said that the majority of them agree that while 
the great Dean suffered intensely from giddiness, nausea, headaches, loss 
of memory, and loss of hearing, he was not insane. Those biographers 




Swift's life continues to be an interesting subject for modern 
biographers. Although major new biographical details have not been dis¬ 
covered in this century, recent biographers offer various and signif¬ 
icantly different interpretations of the already known facts when discüsy 
sing the controversial issues in Swift's life. Twentieth-century bio¬ 
graphers take different views which are more or less responses to the 
ways in which these issues were looked at by the earlier biographers. 
The tremendous advancements in knowledge, especially in psychology and 
medicine, have had an undeniable impact on modern biographical studies of 
Swift. 
Deane Swift's book, Dean Swift, is an early attempt to interpret the 
facts of Swift's life from a psychological point of view. In my discus¬ 
sion of this book, and of Smith's views regarding the controversial ques¬ 
tions in Swift's life, I attempted to show the clear influence of psy¬ 
chology. Modern psychology can be said to have weighed significantly 
also in Van Doren's study of Swift's life, Swift. In addition, Van Doren 
applies the "principles of selection"; he elects to include only that 
which he considers the truth and leaves out what he believes is gossip. 
Rossi and Hone in their study, Swift or the Egotist, consider their 
subject a prime example of an egotist, and based on their definition of 
this personality type see the various aspects of Swift's life differently 
than do the other biographers. For example, they think that Swift, an 
egotist, could not live with another egotist, Sir William Temple, and that 
89 
90 
this is why he went back to Ireland and stayed away from Moor Park for 
several years. 
Newman, in Jonathan Swift, realizes the limitation under which he 
and the other modern biographers write. Admitting that he (and they) are 
unable to make any original contribution to Swiftian biographical schol¬ 
arship, he nevertheless feels that he, as well as the other moderns, 
tries to offer new interpretations of the different aspects of Swift 
life. It remains to say that one characteristic of his book is thorough¬ 
ness, which makes it a good starting point for Swift scholars. 
Acworth's book, Swift, is a kind of introductory study of Swift's 
life and work. Its brief account makes it more useful to the general 
reader than to scholars. It is noticeable that Acworth tries throughout 
his book to defend Swift, especially with regard to the religious aspect 
of his life. Acworth's attempts to prove that Swift was a true Christian 
are a major element in this defensive effort. 
The Conjured Spirit, Swift, Hardy's book, makes considerable use of 
psychology in trying to understand Swift's life in general and his rela¬ 
tions with Stella and Vanessa in particular. In her study, she draws on 
Swift's poems and letters for corroborative evidence in support of her 
point of view. A clear example can be seen in her emphasis on Swift's 
1691 letter to the Reverend Kendal which is discussed in the second 
chapter of this thesis. 
Including in one work study of a major author's literary products 
as well as study of the writer's life is not a light task. Murry's book, 
Jonathan Swift: A Critical Biography, takes that approach and establishes 
a strong link between Swift's life and work. The book is impressively 
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thorough and therefore, is very useful to students of Swift. 
A great part of Rowse's interest in Swift lies in his relations with 
Vanessa and Stella. In Jonathan Swift: Major Prophet, Rowse uncovers no 
new facts regarding these relations, but he offers his own interpretation 
of them. The book attempts to tell Swift's life story completely, from 
birth to death. 
Two of Swift's biographers chose to deal mainly with one aspect of ^ 
his life, his relation with Stella, and particularly with the question of : 
their alleged marriage. Gold's book, Swift's Marriage to Stella, contains 
a very careful review of the evidence for and against the marriage theory. 
This evidence is not in the form of new documents, but rather utilizes 
the testimonies of early biographers and actual acquaintances of Swfft. 
The discussion, then, is largely theoretical in nature. Gold tries to 
prove that Swift and Stella were married around the year 1710. Another 
book which is focused mainly on the question of the alleged marriage is 
Johnston's, In Search of Swift. He thinks that Swift, in his autobio¬ 
graphical fragments, as well as his early biographies, misrepresented the 
facts. He accuses scholars of lazily copying their predecessors, and 
tries to correct all of them. He lays a surprising emphasis on his dis¬ 
covery of the Black Book of the King's Inn, which is discussed in the 
third chapter of this thesis. The book does not provide an objective 
examination of the issues under discussion. There is, then, not yet what 
may be considered a definitive biography of Swift. However, an ambitious, 
monumental three-volume study of Swift "the man, his work, and his age" 
may stand after its completion as the definitive biographical work. As 
far as I have been able to discover, Ehrenpreis has published two of his 
projected three volumes of Swift: The Man, His Work, and the Age. The 
92 
main characteristic of this giant work is its thoroughness of scholarship; 
an example of that is Ehrenpreis's investigation of Swift's family at the 
beginning of the first volume. Ehrenpreis's is an undertaking which demands 
the talents of the literary critic, the biographer, and the political and 
social historian. This is a monumental task which Ehrenpreis is carrying 
out successfully. A final assessment of this work cannot be made, of 
course, until it has been completed; there are many reasons to believe^ v 
nevertheless, that this is the biography of Swift that all students of his 




MODERN DIAGNOSES OF SWIFT'S ILLNESSES 
Interest in Swift is not confined to biographers and literary 
scholars. Many twentieth-century medical experts have found Swift's ill¬ 
ness to be of great interest. Most of them agree that Swift was subject 
to Meniere's disease. In 1918, J. Wickham Legg, a late nineteenth-cen’tpry 
and early twentieth-century physician, diagnosed Swift's malady to be this 
disease, for which "giddiness or vertigo followed by sickness, with some 
disease of the ear, or deafness"-*- are the symptoms. He adds that accord¬ 
ing to Meniere, a nineteenth-century French physician who discovered the 
symptoms, "this disease was due to some disease of the semi-circular 
canals of the ear, and this view is strengthened by the fact that like 
symptoms follow the injury of the semi-circular canals in the brutes. 
In an article published in 1929, Dr. T. G. Wilson, the current presi¬ 
dent of the Royal College of Surgeons, Ireland, thought that Swift's ill¬ 
ness fit very well the description of Meniere's disease: "first of all, 
we have the Dean's gloomy, introspective mentality and neurotic tempera¬ 
ment, exactly what we have come to expect in these cases. We have the 
continual linked up attacks of giddiness, deafness, and vomiting, although 
Swift himself did not realize that these three symptons were related. 
 1 
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T. G. Wilson, "Swift's Deafness and His Last Illness," Irish Journal 
of Medical Science, 162 (June, 1939): 246. 
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Dr. Wilson, in another article published in 1948, attributes the 
giddiness, nausea, and deafness from which Swift suffered to Meniere's 
disease; he also thinks that Swift suffered the first attack of Meniere's 
disease in his early twenties and then continued to be its victim through 
the rest of his life.'*' Dr. Wilson again confirms the conclusion drawn in 
the first article, that Swift was suffering from Meniere's disease, and 
stresses that Swift "was not insane ... (however) he was undoubtedly a 
psychopath." He also believes that the aphasia Swift suffered was due 
Q 
to "senile changes."J Wilson also refers to the swelling of Swift's left 
eye three years before his death and thinks that it "was probably due to 
a boil; he suffered in 1742 from a series of boils on his arms and body."^ 
Regarding the cause of Swift's death, Wilson thinks that the great Dean 
"died in his Deanery of that saddest of diseases, senile decay. About the 
year 1741 or 1742 when he was about seventy-five years of age he began to 
lose his memory and to act irrationally."^ In fact, Swift was suffering 
from what can be cynically described as "delayed burial"; he remained in 
that pathetic condition for three years until his death.^ 
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In a 1952 article, Dr. Walker Brain, president of the Royal College 
of Physicians, London, agreed with the other physicians who had studied 
Swift's illness that "the chief disability from which Swift suffered for 
many years was undoubtedly Meniere's syndrome ... (and adds that) it is 
unusual for Meniere's syndrome to last so long."^ He is convinced that 
Swift "showed no symptoms suggesting mental deterioration until he was 
over 70 years of age. By this time he was almost completely deaf, his* , 
eyesight was impaired and he refused to wear spectacles. These were a 
gradual failure of his powers. His memory deteriorated and his corre- 
spondence diminished."z In regard to the disturbance of speech that Swift 
suffered in his later days, Dr. Brain believes that it was not in any way 
due to insanity, but rather to aphasia. He adds that if we study the 
attempts Swift made to speak during that time as they are reported by his 
biographers, we may conclude that these attempts were "quite characteris¬ 
tic of aphasia. 
Referring to the swelling of Swift's left eye in 1724, Dr. Brain 
believes that It 
Was probably orbital cellulities, since at the same time 
be had large hoils upon the arms and body. The intracranial 
extension of a purulent infection from the orbit may lead to 
cerebral absess or meningitis; It is. unlikely that Swift 
would have survived either of these, A complication which is 
less serious and not necessarily fatal is thrombophlebitis 
of the smaller venous sinuses and the base. Thrombophlebitis 
of the superior petrosal sinus is likely to lead to Phlebitis 
1 
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of the cortical veins draining the lower part of the frontal 
lobe, including, on the left side, Braca's area. I suggest 
the "crises" in Swift's illness was not in fact related to 
the cause of his initial mental deterioration, but was an 
infective intracranial complication of his orbital cellulitis, 
leading to severe and lasting motor aphasia.^ 
These are twentieth-century diagnoses which I have been able to locate. 
These diagnoses are possible because of the great advancements in the field 
of medicine made since Swift's death. Medical knowledge in Swift's time 
♦ 
y 
did not permit eighteenth-century physicians either to make such diagnoses 
or to provide the treatment which modern physicians easily can provide. 
1 
Ibid., p. 340. 
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